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uring Microsoft's media briefing at this year's E3, 
D Don Mattrick, the man ultimately responsible for 

the company's videogaming interests, announced 
to the world that, when all is said and done, when this 
generation of gaming hardware comes to a close, Xbox 360 
will have outsold PlayStation 3. It was the most bullish claim 
made throughout the entirety of E3, and one we had to 
raise with Sony Computer Entertainment chief Kaz Hirai. 

"| think the key words there are ‘when all is said and 
done'," Hirai responded. "If they're going to be in business 
for ten years then, you know, we're talking apples to apples 
— but historically they seem to go by the wayside after about 
five years. PlayStation 2 is a great example: we're still in 
business with that console — 130 million units sold. | don't 
see the Xbox any more and | certainly don't see the 
GameCube - so what is ‘when all is said and done'?" 

He was just getting started. "For us, with PS2, that 
generation of hardware hasn't been 'done" yet — all has 
not been said. But the other consoles decided to duck out 
after four or five years. I'm not exactly sure at which point 
you say ‘when all is said and done’ because as far as I'm 
concerned the PS3 will be 'all said and done' in, what, 
another eight and a half years or so, minimum, so if they're 
going to be in the business in eight and a half years with 
the 360 or whatever it is that's their current-generation 
console, | guess then we can talk apples to apples. But if 
that's not the plan they have then | don't know what the 
fundamental criteria for the comparison is." 

In this issue we take an in-depth look at how Microsoft 
intends to stick around this generation (see page 50). By 
rethinking the manner in which Xbox 360 operates, the 
company is creating a user experience that defies traditional 
expectations of a box that has become home to the space 
marine. Tellingly, it is doing so by building on the strengths 
of its biggest gaming success story to date, Xbox Live. 

Can it go on to defy even Kaz Hirai's expectations? x 


X At www.illuminatelabs.com you will find all the information on how to get 
your own free evaluation license. 


Illuminate Labs’ lighting solutions, based on the proprietary LiquidLight® technology, are 


used in many of the most exciting game titles like Aliens (Gearbox), Killzone 2 (Guerrilla), 


Mass Effect (BioWare), Gran Turismo (Polyphony Digital), Heavenly Sword (Ninja Theory) 
and Mirror's Edge (DICE). The solutions combine state of the art global illumination with 
an efficient workflow to shorten production time and to reduce cost. 
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LIGHTING THE NEXT GENERATION OF GAMES 


Turtle™, for Maya by Autodesk, 
combines advanced rendering 
technology with sophisticated baking 


functionality in one integrated toolset. 


Beast'" is a content pipeline 
tool used for advanced global 
illumination and dynamic 
relighting of characters. 
Beast has been successfully integrated — 52: 
with Unreal Engine, Gamebryo and rA 


several in-house game engines. 
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LA Story 
Who announced what, how and when 
at the Electronic Entertainment Expo 


Del boy 
Movie director Guillermo del Toro 
discusses his hopes for gaming's future 


The movie game 
More from Hollywood as we talk 
games with producer Todd Eckert 


Just cause 
How developer OneBigGame's 
charity game project is shaping up 


Perplexing gaming 


The Hide and Seek Festival 
celebrates alternative realities 


Sound move 


Antonin Fourneau's PSP project and his 
mission to make location-based music 


Despite returning to the LA Convention 
Center this year, E3 2008 remained a 
shadow of its former self, taking up a 
small hall and a number of meeting 
rooms. Outside (top left), you would 
hardly even know something related 
to gaming was happening here. At least 
the after-hours events attempted to 
shake things up, Microsoft's Gears Of 
War 2 bash (above centre) followed 
later in the week by MTV's Rock Band 
soiree featuring a live set by The Who 
lasting for two venue-shaking hours 
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Microsoft's Don Mattrick underlined 
Xbox 360's status as a hardcore gamer's 
platform before handing over to Duffy, 
who used slick upcoming 360 karaoke 
game Lips to perform Mercy (far left) 
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The Big Three squared up at the annual software showcase in 
Los Angeles - but kept some of the biggest guns locked away 


t was supposed to be the event to bring 

back a dash of glamour to what was once 

the industry's most celebrated exhibition 
of electronic entertainment. Instead, this year's E3 
at the Los Angeles Convention Center on July 15- 
17 was only a half-hearted stab at reminding the 
world why videogaming is the biggest and fastest- 
growing entertainment sector, with revenues for 
2008 projected to reach the $48bn (£24bn) mark. 
Here, a recent hobbycraft exhibition dwarfed what 
could be mustered up by the videogame industry. 

In terms of scale, it was at least an improvement 

on last year's fragmented, mostly hotel-based 
event, and the annual press conferences of Sony, 
Nintendo and Microsoft delivered enough 
announcements to keep discussion flowing among 
attendees once the lights went up. What was 
missing in each case was the one surprise reveal 
that would've been enough for any of the Big 
Three to walk away having ‘won’ E3. For Sony, it 
could've been a snatch of the new Team Ico game 
Instead, we were given an expectedly moody but 
ultimately unenlightening God Of War 3 teaser 
featuring nothing in the way of action. For 
Nintendo, just 30 seconds of a new Zelda, 
cel-shaded, rendered in potato print, or anything 
in between, would've been enough to keep the 
entire industry buzzing for E3's three-day duration 
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Microsoft came closest, though. The 
publisher had pushed Bungie to prepare something 
Halo-shaped for delivery at E3, but mysteriously 
pulled the plug in the run up to the event, despite 
the Seattle-based developer apparently coming up 
with the goods. It left a slightly odd taste in the 
mouths of many attendees, but not as bitter a tang 
as the one washing around the collective Bungie 
palette, as an open memo from company president 
Harold Ryan revealed. 'We realize that many of our 
fans are disappointed by this turn of events', read 


Lips (top) gave a clear indication of the areas in which Microsoft is expecting Xbox 360 
to manoeuvre. You're In The Movies (centre), meanwhile, is aimed at an even broader 
the statement, confirming that ‘members of the audience, as is the next Scene It game (above). More on all of these titles from page 62 


GEARS OF WAR 2 
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Bungie team share that disappointment’. The also details those vast and increasingly valuable areas where families, 
reason Microsoft pulled the Bungie reveal? The females and younger players roam. 
official line said that it was a matter of trimming Microsoft's announcement that it would resign to the trash the 
the presentation down to 90 minutes, and that once-much-admired ‘blades’-based Xbox 360 frontend and replace it 
certain elements simply had to be cut. Looking at with an altogether classier, more welcoming and less cluttered 
the bigger picture, though, it's not an outrageous interface was met with positivity from all in attendance bar those who, 
leap to suggest that the platform holder did not later, grumbled that first it was Nintendo that had forsaken them, and 
want a property such as Halo, a series which has now it was to be Microsoft. This was coming after the company's 
a press conference had opened with demos of the 
c It's not outrageous to suggest that Microsoft hei Er scot Be 3 icis f v 
did not want a property such as Halo, a series |" ws M eios diis ee 
à 3 obbyist credentials — but then logic isn't always 
which has done to much to define the Xbox 
à : 5 i in generous supply at events such as E3 
eo experience, to dominate its press conference Not that Microsoft does not have laser-like 
focus on reeling in the consumers who have, to 
done so much to define the Xbox experience to date, passed it over in favour of more famous gaming brands. A 
C» date, to dominate what was its most important brand-new Xbox 360 does, after all, cost less than a Wii. In terms of 
S-ON A press conference since it originally unveiled Xbox grabbing that additional share, however, right now it appears to be 
360 - a conference that marked out a map for the looking at how Sony, rather than Nintendo, has broadened its reach in 
DECK platform that not only includes the heartlands in recent years. There was no Xbox 360 motion-sensing controller 
The march of multi-touch continues thanks to four which it has proved such a formidable player, but revealed at E3, then (despite such a device having existed for some 


students from Aalborg University in Copenhagen. 
Oculusia is a touchscreen tabletop game in 

which each side of the screen is 
populated by nesting sea sponges, 
defended by one of four players. 

With the added threat of a bug- 

eyed boss in the middle, players 

flick bullets across the board 

while guarding with a Breakout- 

style paddle. The game, says 
co-creator Thomas Miksa, is 

“one exciting example” of how the 
technologies behind iPhone and 
Microsoft's Surface might power 
tomorrow's games. Given that this 
would also mean the return of cocktail 
arcade cabinets, it might be worth stress-testing 
the screens for lager spills and cigarette burns. 


Rare's Banjo-Kazooie: Nuts & Bolts (above) was one of the most 
vibrant games of E3, and its stand was among the busiest of the 
show. Square Enix had nothing playable to show of Final Fantasy XIII 
(right), of course, but for many the announcement alone was enough 


Microsoft was eager to emphasise that it currently dominates the music genre, and that Rock Band 2 (above left) will debut on Xbox 360. 
Fallout 3 (below) and Fable 2 (above right), meanwhile, were held up as examples of the sort of experience at which the console is so adept 


time now, according to development sources), but 
You're In The Movies evoked comparisons with 
Sony's EyeToy Play series, while the Inis-developed 
Lips, expertly demoed on stage by Welsh diva-in- 
the-making Duffy to a receptively whooping 
audience, immediately brought Singstar to mind, 
albeit with some bold, innovative enhancements of 
its own. There was more Scene It, too, also in 
upgraded form, but of greater interest in terms of 
what it may bring to gaming was 7 Vs 100, a 
massively multiplayer quiz game whose launch will 
mark the arrival of Xbox Live Primetime. Based on 
Endemol's TV show, the game will offer real-world 
prizes to victorious players, and was the ultimate 
expression of just how much Microsoft wants Xbox 
360 players to spend their time together, not alone 
(it wasn't coincidence that the Fable 2, Resident 
Evil 5 and Gears Of War 2 demos all put their 
respective co-op play modes out front and centre) 

At the heart of the reinvented Xbox 360 
experience, and feeding in to many of the titles 
that will turn Microsoft's efforts to reach the wider 
gaming demographic from toe-dippings into more 
of a charge, are customisable avatars, each tied to 
the user's Gamercard and integrated not only as 
in-game characters but also in new, ramped-up 
communication applications, allowing you to join 
with multiple friends for chat sessions, for example, 
or even watch movies together. And this is a 
significant point: with its E3 press conference, 
Microsoft took care to explain that the reinvented 
Xbox 360 will be about much more than just 
playing games, and certain announcements, such 
as a downloadable movie rental deal with Netflix, 
were met with no small amount of enthusiasm. 

It is good E3 tradition, though, to end on an 


B 


unexpected note, and Microsoft obliged by 
revealing that Final Fantasy XIII, previously 
positioned as a PS3 exclusive, will appear on Xbox 
360 at the same time as the version for Sony's 
console (at least in Europe and the US; the 
Japanese iteration will appear first on PS3). It was 
the announcement that had the most effect on the 
audience's fanboy contingent, ensuring that the 
event closed not on talk of Master Chief, but of 
Microsoft's commitment to encroach on what has 
for so long been hardened Sony territory. - 
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É 5 cle carl pain 
and a constant eye on your partner 
At 9:30am the following day, with certain 
delegates carrying themselves somewhat delicately 
following the previous evening's Gears Of War 2 
party, it was Nintendo’s turn to tell all at the Kodak 
Theater on Hollywood Boulevard. To the 
accompaniment of hundreds of audience members 
simultaneously clicking and typing in an attempt to 
access limited wifi connectivity, Nintendo Of 
America’s vice president of marketing, Cammie 
Dunaway, made her debut E3 appearance. Joining ar 
her was not, as some initially believed, unfunny quus 
American comedian Carrot Top but actually pro 
snowboarder Shaun White, here to demonstrate 
how the Wii Balance Board works with his 
upcoming, Ubi-produced game. Cue some 
awkward, cheesy interplay between the two that 
was ultimately of little interest to the people who 
attend Nintendo's E3 press conferences — people 
who want to see the next Zelda, Metroid or Mario 
Next up, Nintendo Company Limited president 
Satoru Iwata who, perhaps sensing that, already 
at this early stage, the crowd had the faint whiff of 
his company’s blood in their nostrils, assured the 
audience that new Mario and Zelda games are in 
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Reggie Fils-Aime (above) raised a few chuckles when he referred 
to Wii's competitor as not 360 or PS3 but DS. Cammie Dunaway's 
performance (top), however, succeeded in producing only groans 


The WiiSpeak peripheral, packed in with Animal Crossing: 
City Folk, is intended to be situated above or below your 
screen, ideally on top of your existing Remote Sensor Bar 


Nintendo was only willing to 
show three of the minigames that 
make up Wii Sports Resort, but 
each of them provided convincing 
demos of how the company's new 
Wii Motion Plus add-on (free with 
Resort and set to retail at $10 as 
a standalone unit in the US, with 
no European pricing yet fixed) is 
capable of enhancing the 
standard Remote experience. 

Sword Play mode sees you 
taking the controller in both 
hands and, first, in order to 
acclimatise yourself with its 
intricacies, slash or chop at a 
succession of wooden stakes and 
giant, unsharpened pencils. Then 
it's on to a one-on-one battle with 
a second player, using the B 
button to block and watching the 
sword rotate in your hands in 
more or less perfect correlation to 
your positioning of the Remote. 
It's the sort of thing Wii-owning 
Star Wars fans have been crying 
out for from an appropriately 
licensed Remote-driven game but 
which hasn't been possible until 
now. Given that Nintendo has 
only recently made dev kits 


available to thirdparties, however, 
don't bank on such a thing soon. 

On to Power Cruising, the 
minigame that is most similar to 
any standalone game to have 
previously come out of Nintendo, 
no surprise considering it's the 
work of the team previously 
responsible for Wave Race 64. The 
game dynamics are predictable, 
then, but the Remote-and- 
Nunchuk control scheme succeeds 
in adding a layer of physicality 
that was never previously there, 
but the finished game will need 
to offer more complexity than is 
evident here, and certainly a 
splitscreen fourplayer mode, for 
it to become essential. 

The final demo, Disc Dog, 
which takes Nintendogs' flying 
disc minigame to a more physical 
conclusion, proved to be the 
trickiest of the lot, our successes 
often apparently driven by fluke. 

Overall, Resort demands a 
great deal more finesse than its 
predecessor, but you have to 
mark it down as another hit — 
and wonder how its technology 
will be put to use elsewhere. 


the works. For today, though, it was more about reminding the 
industry that worldwide success does not depend on cutting-edge 
visuals or, perhaps more importantly, either large development teams 
or swollen budgets. Wii Sports, Wii Fit, Nintendogs and the Brain 
Training series have, after all, outperformed just about anything else 
on the market in recent years, and yet none of these pieces of 
software required outrageous investment from a production 
perspective (naturally, Iwata did not mention how much marketing 
spend has accompanied such releases). 

A new form of social interaction has destroyed the psychological 
barrier between games and non-gamers, said Iwata, before moving on 
to take a pop at those who "copy" Nintendo's ideas, to the general 
amusement of the audience. Nintendo must be "a pioneer informing 
new paradigms,” he continued, before unveiling Animal Crossing: 
City Folk, a Wii title which looks very much like its GameCube/DS 
predecessors but at least introduces WiiSpeak, a microphone add-on 
intended to bring together the game's online communities. 

Reggie Fils-Aime, up next, cut his usual confident, imposing 
figure, albeit one that was not altogether convincing. A showreel 
intended to illustrate the strength of Nintendo's thirdparty offerings 
commenced, but Clone Wars failed to ignite any passion among an 
audience possibly reaching exhaustion point with Star Wars spin-offs, 
and neither did Ubisoft's new Rayman party game. Call Of Duty: World 
At War fared better, but its presentation wasn't helped by Nintendo's 
insistence that in-game action be juxtaposed with footage of real 
people playing in their living rooms, which resulted in the unfortunate 
sight of a man grinning at his friend while his avatar pointed a 
flamethrower at a group of Japanese soldiers and unleashed a dose 


City Folk has much in common with 

its forebears, but its comms capacity 
should transform the experience. The 
option to use Mii masks is a cute one 


of burning hot death. “As you can see,” concluded 
Fils-Aime, “Wii creativity is mushrooming.” It 
wasn’t clear whether or not he saw the delegates 
in the audience eyeing each other in disbelief. 

The biggest reaction at Nintendo's entire 
press conference greeted the announcement of 
Grand Theft Auto: Chinatown Wars, currently in 
development at Rockstar Leeds. In the absence of 
anything resembling even a solitary screenshot of 
the game, however, it was soon on to Wii Sports 
Resort and its incorporation of Wii Motion Plus, a 
diminutive widgit that plugs into the Wii Remote to 
afford it increased sensitivity to the point that it can 
replicate gestural motion in a gaming context on a 
1:1 basis. Dunaway was invited back on stage in 
order to demo Resort's Disc Dog mode, and 
showed that it's harder than it may look. Then it 
was Fils-Aime's turn with the game's water-based 
Power Cruiser mode. "Guys like power stuff!" he 
grinned as he gripped the Wii Remote and 
unchuk like Jet Ski handlebars, to which Dunaway 
whined: "Awww, you guys!" For a moment if was 
as if the audience had turned up to witness not a 
intendo press conference but the filming of a 
particularly bad 19805 sitcom. 

Spirits were lifted by the arrival of Shigeru 
iyamoto, and only slightly dampened when it 
became clear that he was here to 'perform' some 
punishingly awful jazz by holding a Wii Remote as 
if it were a saxophone, the near-finalised form of 
Wii Music turning his enthusiastic button presses 
into something resembling a tune. The event's 
climax, which saw three other Nintendo staff 
joining Miyamoto to make something of a cow's 
backside out of the classic Mario theme, was 
certainly something to behold, but portions of the 
audience had already grown restless, and the lure 
of another event preparing to get underway on 
the other side of town only grew stronger. 


Arriving at the shrine Auditorium, we 
bumped into ex-Sony man Phil Harrison, who 
joked that in his new Atari role he'd become 


"a conference fanboy," having attended both 
Microsoft's and Nintendo's events at this E3. This 
press conference, though, was the big one, with 
no less than 2,000 of E3 2008's 4,000 or so 
attendees expected, and seven massive screens 
along with 58 accompanying TV panels attached to 
stage scaffolding on which Sony Computer 
Entertainment's message would play out. 

It took only for the lights to dim and some 
PlayStation logo-related imagery to begin flitting 


Spirits were lifted by the arrival of Shigeru 
Miyamoto, and only slightly dampened when it 
became clear that he was here to 'perform' 
some punishingly awful jazz on a Wii Remote 


around the displays for the cheers and the whoops 
among the crowd to remind you what Sony's 
brand, despite all of the little slips (and all of the 
big ones) it has made over the last two years, still 
means to the videogame industry. Or, as some 
suggested, were these people in the audience 
merely hired hands, whooping to order, just as 
they had at Microsoft events previously? 

Sony Computer Entertainment America 
president Jack Tretton certainly needed the 
encouragement, arriving on stage to claim that 
each of these E3 keynotes takes a couple of years 
off his life. It's no surprise that it is such a drain 
when you consider that Sony currently has three 


-- 
The Nintendo management team demo the two big new Wii 
titles at the Kodak Theater (left, above left). One of Wii Music's 
most interesting features is its drum kit mode (above), which 

makes use of the Balance Board but proves a tricky proposition 


Wii Music (top), Wario Land: Shake It! and MadWorld: three Wii 
exclusives presented at E3 that go some way to illustrating the 
sort of diversity Nintendo is keen to encourage on the format 


A supremely relaxed Phil Harrison joined the rest of the throng outside of the Shrine Auditorum (top left) prior to Sony's press conference 
kicking off. Home was conspicuous by its absence from SCEA president Jack Tretton's presentation (main), but at the same time E3 wasn't 
absent from Home (above left). Gran Turismo 5 Prologue's TV mode (above centre). Alex Evans conjuring up some special LBP magic (right) 


platforms in the marketplace while its competitors 
do not, which had the knock-on effect of making 
its conference two hours long. There was a lot of 
content to get through. 

The first message was clear. Two years in, said 
Tretton, PlayStation 3 is hitting its stride. There was 
certainly no question that the first game demoed, 


weirdly sterile manner in which staircases were negotiated — this 
showing suggested that Resistance 2 will succeed in conveying the 
sort of head-spinning scale that had been suggested in trailers. 

LittleBigPlanet was the other game expected to take star billing 
here, and Tretton obliged by welcoming Media Molecule's Alex Evans 
on stage to show how it's shaping up. Rather than a traditional demo, 
however, the pair proceeded to use a custom game environment 
engineered with appropriate components as tools 
with which to illustrate some of the facts and 


Two years in, said Tretton, PlayStation 3 is 
hitting its stride. There was certainly no 
question that Resistance 2 looked like a 

dramatic advance over it predecessor 


figures that define Sony's business right now, 
Evans controlling Sackboy to animate a bar chart 
in real time and set off other, more deliciously 


Resistance 2, looked like a dramatic advance over 
its predecessor, which arrived at PS3's launch 
(indeed, Ted Price, of developer Insomniac, refers to 
the game as a third-generation PS3 title — it will be, 
after all, the company’s third PS3 release). A 
brilliantly choreographed demo — despite the 


Rating baiting 


The mud continues to fly in the quarrel over who 
should apply ratings to games in the UK. EA and 
Microsoft claim that using a separate system from 
the rest of Europe could lead to delays and 
increased prices. The BBFC retorts that the speed of 
its rating process would not only be scaled up but 
its cost scaled down, and that the Pan-European 
Game Information (PEGI) rating system is small fry 
by comparison: just “a couple of blokes”. Of 
course, big publishers have a stake in supporting 
PEGI; it isn’t independent, like the BBFC, but a 
self-regulatory body set up by the industry itself. À : 
But then if the BBFC's handling of Manhunt 2 is 3 
anything to go by, it may too be compromised, à 
albeit by the whims of the UK's political 
community rather than commercial motivations. 
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Store Score 
tree 


PSP was hardly neglected by Sony at E3, the highest profile titles 
including the spangly looking Super Stardust Portable (above), the 
even-more-imaginatively-executed-than-the-original LocoRoco 2 
(right) and the thirdperson-viewed shooter Resistance Retribution 


imaginative touches as Tretton pulled stats from 
his autocue. Nintendo is supposed to deliver the 
charm when it comes to videogame expos, but this section of Sony's 
press conference was the most beguiling piece of game-related 
action seen by anyone over E3's duration. 

It was asking too much for the remainder of Tretton's address, 
unassisted by LittleBigPlanet's latent charisma, to prove as arresting, 
and yet he certainly had material to work with. There will be 130 
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games released on the eight-year-old PS2 in 2008. 
The Singstar series has sold over 15m units to date 
(Sony pioneered social gaming five years ago with 
Singstar and EyeToy, Tretton was keen to remind 
us). Over 180m pieces of content have been 
downloaded over PlayStation Network since its 
launch in November 2006. And so on. 

The audience was even assured that their 
“patience will be rewarded” when it comes to the 
eventual rollout of PlayStation Home, and then, 
just as Microsoft had previously, Tretton talked of 
downloading movies via Sony's console. Unlike 
Microsoft, however, these are movies that are freely 
transferable to PSP, a strategy that further marks 
the clock for UMD as a portable storage medium. 

To finish, Sucker Punch's Infamous (as 
splendid-looking as you'd expect) and Zipper's 
MAG, a game whose proposed 256-player online 
mode prompted one attendee a few seats down 
from our position to uncontrollably let out: “Shit!” 


Tretton concluded by inviting the audience 
to consider that this is year two for PlayStation 3, 
and to imagine what lies ahead for year three and 
beyond. He had opened by confirming, for anyone 
who had previously missed the memo, that Sony 
has a ten-year plan for this console. Which means 
that there is a lot of work to do, undoubtedly more 
mistakes to be made, and ultimately the realisation 
of a great many titles that will, in significant ways, 
shape gaming's evolution. 

Unlike Microsoft, Sony did not need to talk 
about chasing a demographic with which it already 
has a strong relationship. Unlike Nintendo, it has a 
level of thirdparty support that, while perhaps not 
as far-reaching and robust as was once the case 
with PS2, remains something that will keep PS3 at 
the forefront of any serious gamer's mind. 

Back at the Convention Center, a strange brew 
of feelings was fermenting. Wasn't it nice to be 
able to wander these spaces unhindered by packs 
of young men a little over-eager in their search for 
freebies? But wouldn't it be nicer to get back 
some of the legendary E3 spectacle of old? ¥ 
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Some of the most talked-about games of E3 included (clockwise from top left) Resistance 2 (PS3), Infamous (PS3), Killzone 2 (PS3), Left 4 Dead (PC, 360), Prince Of 
Persia (360, PS3, PC), Mercenaries 2 (360, PS3, PS2), Ratchet & Clank: Quest For Booty (PS3), DC Universe Online (PC, PS3), Bionic Commando (360, PS3), Bayonetta 


(360, PS3), Mirror’s Edge (360, PC, PS3) and Motorstorm: Pacific Rift (PS3). Sony was keen to note that PS3 has more upcoming exclusives than any other format 
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"People say it's through violent video 

games and | guess that's got something 

to do with it. If kids are sitting up all 
night smoking super skunk and they 
become so desensitised to crime because 
they're playing these video games, it's 
really, really scary." 


Could Noel ‘cocaine on my cornflakes’ Gallagher be 
getting old, by any chance? 


"| think there are three people on the 
internet that keep making these posts 
that Doom 3 was ‘bad’, and they get 
no credibility... there’s some mass- 
misperception out there. | get this 
occasionally - why don't | think Doom 
3 was successful? We sold over three 
million units! It’s the most successful 
game in id's history." 
Id's Todd Hollenshead gets a touchy about his 


company’s children: don't compare Doom 3 to its 
older brothers, it's just different, OK? 


“NeoGAF and other forums like this 
that don't have good management 
are not only hurting society and 
hurting the videogame industry, 
they're in decline, and they need 
to reform quickly before people 
stop listening to them." 
Oh dear. After wading into the swamps of 
NeoGAF saying "take me!" Dennis Dyack 
decides he's found the cause of the world's evils 


"But, there are beards. And 


not just any beards. We have 
them all." 


Smooth-chinned Todd Howard claims Fallout 
3 is aiming for a niche market 


"Right now we have 

about two million creatures. 
The number of unique 
creatures in Spore has 

now exceeded the total 


known species on Earth." 
So much for the beards. Some 
magnificent one-upmanship from 
that old pro, Will Wright 


Me interview | 


£ 2. "525 L Pot 
Gameboy 
Where does Guillermo del Toro find 
the time to play so many games? 


B| efore embarking on Pan's Labyrinth, 

this year's Hellboy Il: The Golden Army 
==] and two upcoming movies based on The 
Hobbit, director Guillermo del Toro confessed 
a love for playing videogames. Don't they all? 
Unlike his peers, however, the wildly talented 
Mexican meant it, and has references on hand 

to back it up. Prior to the arrival of his first 
collaboration, Konami's Hellboy: The Science 

Of Evil, he shared his passion with us. 
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What games did you play as a kid? 

| was around for the first Pong — that's how old I 
am. Then there was a lightgun game with a pistol 
that was very cheesy, and an Atari system. Every 
cliché you see in ‘80s movies, that was me. 


"Games are an incredible storytelling tool, 
one that filmmakers should embrace instead 
of reject. In the next ten years, they'll yield 


© Universal Pictures Inc. 2008 


a couple of narrative masterpieces" 


Any favourites? 


| loved games like Asteroids and Galaga. When the 
CD-ROM games arrived for Mac and PC, | found 
some masterpieces. There was a Japanese game 
called Gadget that was very influential on movies 
like Dark City and The Matrix. There was also a very 
scary one called Cosmology Of Kyoto: every time 
you died you had to go through a different hell. 
And you could reincarnate as a dog! 


Del Toro's distinct visual style works well 
in videogames - but will his less actiony 
horror fare ever make the leap from film? 


How far have games really come since then? 
They're an incredible storytelling tool, one that 
filmmakers should embrace instead of reject. In the 
next ten years, they'll yield a couple of narrative 
masterpieces. Already they allow you to tap in to 


a more immersive narrative experience than most 
movies. Not all, but most. 


What's impressed you recently? 

| love the engine of GTAIV. I'm not a big fan 

of the actual game: I’m not into break-ins or 
running people over, but the engine is incredibly 
beautiful, and the sandbox is very complete. The 
same goes for Medal Of Honor Airborne, Call 
Of Duty 4 or Army Of Two. There are only two 


games | consider masterpieces: Ico and Shadow 
Of The Colossus. 


How about BioShock? 

| absolutely loved BioShock. | loved the world, the 
design, the lighting, the beautiful art direction and 
cinematography. I'm a fan of Silent Hill, Resident 
Evil and Devil May Cry. | love them all. The first 
Silent Hill was so beautiful, almost like a Lynch, 
Polanski or Romero type of horror experience. 


Your first videogame pitch was a project called 
Sundown. What happened? 

That phased a lot of developers. Believe it or not, 
if you're not following a model, it's very hard for 
them to think outside the box — much like 
Hollywood. We came up with some really cool 
stuff — some stuff I’ve seen in other games now — 
but we were pitching it two or three years ago. 
It's not a big deal. I’m a game player, and | can 
keep thinking about what | want to see and 
make it reality when | finally get to design one. 
Maybe I'll reinitiate contacts in the industry in 
the near future. 


Vin Diesel and Peter Jackson have opened 

up their own game studios. Can you see 
yourself following suit? 

Yeah, maybe. I'd love to find a way to fuse several 
platforms into one and make the release of a game 
and a movie an event that's actually interactive, but 
not in a hurried way. | was very impressed with the 
way the Lord Of The Rings games were developed 
They're very high quality in many aspects and - 
who knows? — maybe we can do something like 
that with The Hobbit 


What was it like working on Hellboy: The 
Science Of Evil with Konami? 

| enjoyed it very much. | would have loved to 
develop an engine for that game, but we had to 
use an existing one. | think that within what was 
offered, which was an engine similar to God Of 
War, we came up with a few crazy ideas. The 
game's very entertaining. We took some time and 


were as accurate as we could be with the art 
direction, the dialogue and the wardrobe 
Hopefully, there's a difference in that. It wasn't a 
high-end, expensive game, but I'm very happy. 


How much influence do you think your 
gaming has had on your movies? 

A lot. Videogames use art direction, colour and 
storytelling in a very pure way that a lot of movies 
have forgotten. | have a 12-year-old daughter and 
we play together, but unfortunately she's more 
into Sonic and Kirby. We should embrace games 
not as a separate universe from movies, but 
develop the stories using both media at the same 
time. And | think we can. 


Care to put a date on that? 

The industry is incredibly slow. It's like a dinosaur. 
It turns much slower than its culture. | think the 
content is going to develop itself through viral 
construction like the internet, online movie- 
making and so on 


Development of the out-and-out brawler Hellboy: The Science Of Evil, 
has been handled by Krome Studios, the Australian company which 
was previously entrusted with making Viva Pinata: Party Animals 


[INTERVIEW 


We speak to movie producer Todd Eckert 
about making the leap into videogames 


Al t the recent GameHorizon conference, 
l Todd Eckert gave a talk on games and 
== movies: specifically, on some of the 
disastrous creative decisions the movie industry 
has made, and how games can avoid those 
pitfalls. It's an area he has considerable expertise 
in, being a movie financier who turned producer 
for last year's excellent Joy Division biopic, Control, 
before joining Eutechnyx to head up its North 
American expansion. We caught up with him to 
talk about making the jump, and why he did it. 


You spoke about adapting cinema techniques 
to get away from cutscenes - what do you 
think of the likes of GTAIV's conversations? 

| see the distinction, but it's just like having a 
narrator in a movie, it's laziness. The only kind 

of narrator that worked in a movie was Sunset 
Boulevard, because you didn't know 'til the end 


CHALLENGER 


Well it's not the most obvious leap in the world, 
and it's some of the worst Photoshopping 
you'll ever see, but you can't deny 

that it has charm. An advert taken 

out by a consortium of Oxfam, 

Save the Children, One, Avaaz. 

org and Whiteband.org in the 

Financial Times of July 9, this 

Street Fighter mockup asked 

for the G8 group to tackle 

extreme poverty during their 

Japanese summit - the point 

being that action, rather than 

posing, was required. Bush as 

Guile seems a little unlikely, 

though not as far-fetched as the 

dapper Nicolas Sarkozy's Dhalsim. 

The prize, however, has to go to 

Angela Merkel as Chun-Li: a million 


| young men's fantasies ruined forever. Í 
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One of the titbits at our Q&A session was about 
Control — at one stage, it seems, Deborah Curtis 
wondered whether a tie-in game should be made 
in which the goal was to prevent lan's suicide 


that the guy was dead. Maybe not the only time, 
but for the most part the reason people put it in 
there is it's an easy conceit: "Oh we don't have to 
explain or show how he got there, we'll just have 
him tell you." So games are on that same sort of 
easy slide... these devices will be around for a 
while, but they won't be around forever. 


So, why the switch? 

To me the most exciting medium in the world 
right now is games because it's so inventive. It 
seems to me that every other medium is worried: 
"What's going to happen to us, are we still 
relevant, do people still want us?" and games 
are just like: "Pfft" and surging forward with 
such creativity and such belief that anything 


To me the most exciting medium in 
the world right now is games because 
it's so inventive. It seems to me that 
every other medium is worried 


can happen. And that really excites me. | mean, 
I'll do more films too but I'm really focused 
on games. 


Some developers would argue that the 
focus should rather be on letting players 
create their own narrative 

| think what you'll find is that people love to 
have the ability to stylise within context. So I 


GTAIV is one of gaming's greatest 
achievements, but the defining 
freedom in its interactivity isn't found 
in its narrative or characterisation 


think people want to be given the guidelines — 
'this is what you're meant to achieve, this is 
what the experience is meant to portray' — 
and now you figure out exactly what it is. As 
opposed to 'here's a character, here's the deal’ 
and being left with that. Being able to say ‘I 
am a police officer' or '| am 
a not entirely honest police 
officer' allows you to assume 
the role and then begin 
considering where you go 
from there. 


You're discussing character customisation 

in an emotional rather than a visual way 
Because that's going to really make a difference 

as to what you're actually doing. | think in terms 

of customisation — jackets and haircuts are fine, 

but they're not important. I’m saying it can be a 

bit more than that: what's important to me is 
getting into the emotion of a character — 

that's what makes the difference. x 


TOM 


ONEBIGGAME 


e OneBigGame organizes OneBigBikeRide 


Te ms BikeRide 


Publish and be grand 


A videogame publisher not motivated by profits 
or shareholders? We never thought we'd see it 


t's a fact: games have a troubled 
I | relationship with the real world. Yet the 

increasing richness of the industry and its 
importance in the global market leads unavoidably 
to the issue of social responsibility. It's an issue 
that's just beginning to be explored, and one of the 
pioneers is OneBigGame: a non-profit publisher 
launching later this year that asks some of the 
industry's best and brightest talent to create games 
that it will host — with all profits going to charity. 
We spoke to OneBigGame's founder and director, 
Martin de Ronde. 


What was the background to OneBigGame? 
About a year after leaving Guerilla Games [the 
company he co-founded] | decided | wanted to do 
something new - I'd been involved in a project 
where we created a Second Life-style environment, 
called Star Child, for children's hospitals in the 
Netherlands, which showed me the power of 
videogames to do something good for the world 
that really felt nice. But if you look at the games 
industry there aren't many initiatives: we're always 
boasting about being bigger than TV, bigger than 
movies, bigger than music, then why are we not 
equally as big in this area? 


ONE BIG 
GAME 


T] Howto donate | Get inv 


49" ISM Invitational Charity Poker Tourn: 


@ GDC Poker Tournament 


Perhaps the most important aspect of OneBigGame's vision is 
that all rights revert to the developer after one year - a perfect 
way to test a concept's viability, perhaps, while doing some good 
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We'll always have that 
Christmas Halo session 


How to Donate 
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News PC has 'smokin' sick style' 


Culture and sun get in the 


Check out photos of the INVITATIONAL way of killing zombies 


Quit 


Unless that's Diablo III 
back there, just spit it out 


So what is your relationship to developers? 

It's simple. We should we able to get together some of the most 
famous developers and designers and have them either design one big 
game, or maybe small games — which, as it currently stands, is even 
more compelling. The former is obviously easier said than done, but 
it's still on the table — the difference is, of course, you need at least ten 
million dollars before you even begin seeing money for charity. So we 
see that as a long-term project, and what we're doing now is setting 
up a casual games portal. But the games you'll find there are not 
casual games, all the clones. They're indie-style games created by 
some of the most well-known developers in the industry. 


Once more with 
enthusiasm, Shane 


The lights are down! 
They're... still down! 


And how do developers respond to your idea? 

I haven't had a single no, or even a slightly negative response. 
Sometimes | was doing a presentation explaining it and after three or 
four slides people would close my laptop and say: “I’m in". Our main 


Newswire 2 


“Our main enemy is time because 
the people we're speaking to have 
good hearts, but they’re small 
companies with very strict deadlines” 


enemy is time because the people we're speaking to have good 
hearts, but it's not a question of whether they want to — they're small 
companies with very strict deadlines from their publishers. 


Which charities are you supporting? 

We're officially announcing them soon, but we have to make sure of 
some legal loose ends. We were expecting, a little bit naively, that if 
you want to give someone $100,000 they would just say thank you... 
but there's a lot of red tape to go through. They're suspicious of the 
games industry, they wonder where the money comes from, it's not as 
straightforward as you'd think. But our plans aren't just to give out 
cheques - we want to innovate and help build games that go some 
way towards achieving specific goals, so if charities have an illiteracy 
project then instead of giving them $300,000 for textbooks maybe we 
could use what we are to generate a mobile phone game or a OLPC 
game or a classroom game, that could help. That's our ultimate 

goal in games LA 


has been known to tempt them into the sunlight 
(and the risk of face-to-face interaction that this 
entails) then it is the prospect of a Team Fortress 2 
LAN party. Taking place in Coventry's Stoneleigh 
Park convention centre on the 27th and 28th of 
September, the PC Gamer Showdown will bear 
witness to around 500 players and their rigs 
battling for hefty cash prizes. Alongside TF2, 
there'll be opportunity to obliterate the PCG team 
in Counter-Strike, Call Of Duty 4, World In Conflict 
and many other titles besides. They'd be keen on 
Edge readers joining them; if you'd like to attend, 
see the website for more details. Good luck. 


wwW.pcgamershowdown.com 
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The Launch Party was an allegedly 
exclusive event, yet, as Fleetwood 

(right) and Farr (below right) would 
probably agree was fitting, a fair amount 
of the general public managed to find | 
their way in to sample delights such as 
smuggling game Checkpoint, and Paper 
Telephone, a fresh spin on pen- 
and-paper favourite Consequences. 


Explaining the rules is a big issue in social games. “You need to 
devise simple enough instructions — and that dictates design,” 
says Fleetwood. “Technology is amazing, but people are really 
useful in game design — people-centred interfaces are helpful" 


Games people play 


We visit the new annual festival for 
those who like their reality augmented 


ARGs such as Day of the 
Figurines (above) face 
the same problems as 
videogames in terms of 
widening their audience, 
with intimidating ae 
artiness (right) every bit 
as difficult to get past 
as people's fear of the 
console control pad 


WEBSITE OF THE MONTH 


It's the genre that refuses to die, and sometimes you 
can find the most vibrant life in unexpected places. 


Shoot The Core is first and foremost a general shooter 


site dealing with every game that can be brought 
under the banner, but it's in the specifics it delivers. 
The news section is updated with regularity and 
ferrets out information that tends to fly under the 
radar of more mainstream sites. This is accompanied 
by a database of PC shooters that is second to none - 
just under 1,200 titles arranged in alphabetical order, 
with instant download links and ‘must play’ ratings. 
There are comprehensive links to similar sites, a 
forum that is a little quiet though full of useful 
insights, and a smattering of well-informed articles. 
If you've ever had an itchy trigger finger, this is 
where you'll find something to scratch it. 


Site: 
Shoot The Core £g 
URL: 


http://shootthecore.moonpod.com/ 
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ondon's South Bank celebrated ‘social 
L gaming and playfulness,' as it hosted the 
first annual Hide and Seek Festival, which 
saw the capital gripped by a sudden rash of 
treasure hunts, SMS adventures and acrimonious 
rounds of Guess Who. 

It was a chance to draw the whole of the social 
gaming community together — a community 
potentially in need of a tighter definition, as the 
event seemed to find a home for everything from 
Monopoly to the most elaborate alternate reality 
games (ARGs). The launch party saw the Clore 
Gallery host something that looked like an easy 
alliance of Apple evangelists and a committee of 
OCD charity shoppers, as Macbooks and iPhones 
were liberally scattered in amongst old Chinese 
lanterns, collections of ancient board games and 
a bird cage filled with Lego bricks. 


"We're using technology to layer a 
videogame-type experience over real life. 
Between those two things, there's a very 
interesting space that will start to develop" 


Beyond the bricks, Hide and Seek showcased 
a wide range of work, highlighting the variety 
of the social gaming landscape, from interactive 
exhibitions like Gold-Bug: Dissected, by Rupert 
Grandison and Coney, which encourages you to 
solve a mystery while moving through the displays, 
to Cruel 2 B Kind, an open-world assassination 
game from ARG superstars Jane McGonigal and 
lan Bogost. The festival provided a snapshot of a 
community preparing to emerge from the media 
labs and internet forums, and tackled the issue of 
making games for a wider audience. 


And as ARGs and social games build 
momentum, their creators are increasingly looking 
at a lot of the same problems that face videogame 
designers. "They're the same struggles you have 
as a big developer," agrees Ju Row Farr from 
Blast Theory, whose Day of the Figurines allows 
participants to take part, via text-messaging, in 
the events playing out in a model village. "We're 
trying to make our work acceptable to people 
who aren't tech-heads. We know the threshold 
to entry in art and videogames can be quite high 
— some of our audience don't even know how to 
use SMS - so we want to make everything as 
simple as possible." 

Ultimately, there was a sense that videogames 
and social games were heading in the same 
direction. "We've learnt a lot from people who 
work in interaction design," says festival director 
Alex Fleetwood. "There'll be a meeting in the 
middle at some point. On the videogaming side 
there's a tendency towards greater networking and 
social elements, with things like LittleBigPlanet that 
completely rely on the community. What we're 
creating on the social gaming platform are real- 
world experiences that map onto that, using 
technology to layer a videogame-type experience 
over real life. Between those two things, there's a 
very interesting space that will start to develop.” 

Whether you buy the notion of two industries 
headed for a creative collision or not, Hide and 
Seek revealed a community with far broader tastes 
than might be expected. Fleetwood hopes that, 
if the festival is successful, next year will see 
game developers slotting in between the flashmobs 
and Sleeveface enthusiasts — if that's the case, 


then the least we can expect are some 
interesting arguments. 
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Inm "T E, TZ Ir VY ad E I a 
Auteur TOCUS 
As debate over games' artistry drags on, the 
world of high art turns to look at the medium 


| rt may not be at the forefront of the 
A| gaming public's consciousness, but how 
artists like Antonin Fourneau are 
manipulating videogame technology isn't just 
of interest to the beard and beret brigade. 
Whatever the high-minded intentions, Fourneau's 
latest project, a music game-cum-editor called 
Oterp for the PSP, has exposed the potential of 
gaming devices in ways that the industry itself 
has yet to approach. Small wonder the art world 
is finding the medium increasingly attractive: by 
combining technologies like GPS, wifi and touch- 
sensitivity and making them affordable, videogame 
consoles offer an unmatched opportunity to 
experiment with forms of expression. 
Oterp combines the PSP's use as a multimedia 
player, game console and GPS to create music 


"Today, the reference for many 
people is the videogame, which 
has opened a new field in art, 
both traditional and digital" 


Fourneau focuses on retro games partly out of nostalgia. "It was 
more punk [back then] than playing with the Wii in the living 
room dressed in white pyjamas — even if | like that," he says 


Moripad is a sculpture Fourneau made 
celebrating the aesthetics of the 
arcade machine itself. Although it's 
non-interactive, he says its purpose 

is to stimulate the desire to play 


out of movement. 

"My current version of Oterp operates on 
a small scale: only a town, so it's good for a 
demonstration in a festival," explains Fourneau, 

a graduate of Paris’ Atelier de Recherches 
Interactives, a teacher of electronics and 
programming, a graphic designer and organiser 
of the France-wide multimedia festival Eniarof. . 
"Sounds are played depending on your GPS 
co-ordinates. You navigate through a sort of 
field of giant buttons that you activate-one after 
another in various combinations. I've recently 
tried some experiments with the movement 
and acceleration, but | have not yet found a 
good balance." 

Walking from one grid-reference to another, 
Oterp combines the music loops that are keyed to 
that location, unlocking new sounds as you find 
your way around town. Fourneau has ambitions to 


expand Oterp into something more comprehensive, 


and, ideally, available to the public at large: "For 
the moment I’m only at ten per cent of the project. 
| have some ideas to transform Oterp into a 
videogame, totally inspired by Jet Set Radio and 
other games like SoundVoyager. 

"For the generation before, the reference was 
the cinema," he continues. "Today, the reference 
for many people is the videogame, which has 
opened a new field in art, both traditional and 
digital. Some artists, like Aram Bartholl, play on the 
adaptation of videogames' rules in our world. And 
people like FUR with their Painstation and Niklas 


Open Doors 


Oterp constructs music from around 200 loops made by Saitone, 
Thomas Michalak and Jankenpopp. "I'd like to work with 
musicians for an infinite number of combinations," says Fourneau 


Roy with PongMechanik mix the principles of 
games with other technologies. " 

Fourneau's own projects often key into our 
nostalgia for gaming classics, lifting those 
experiences and dropping them into the context of 
other technologies and unusual settings. You may 
remember his Patch & KO collaborative project 
from E186 — a game of Street Fighter operated by 
the bouncing of a ball through the pins of a 
pachinko board. 

While only the more functional of Fourneau's 
works are likely to be embraced as something more 
than an amusing oddity, artists like him are pushing 
the medium's technological interconnectivity in 
interesting directions. Pachinko boards may not 
replace Hori sticks any time soon, but the 
videogame industry would still do well to 
keep an eye on the wilder uses of its tech. x 


hitp://www.kongregate.com/games/soapaininice/open-doors. 


Ever found yourself futilely shoving at a closed door before 
noticing that it says ‘pull’ in large letters? This game probably 
isn't for you. Presented as architectural diagrams, Open Doors 
is a puzzle game that requires you to navigate through a 
series of increasingly impractically designed buildings, 
feathered with doors that you will need to open and close 

in intricate combinations in order to finally get from one side 
to the other. Doors only open one way to a 90-degree angle 
and, when opened, often block the very path you will want 


to take. Walk back through an open door and it will 
automatically close. Walk past a closed door towards its 
axis and you automatically open it. To solve each level you 
will need to dart back and forth through adjoining doors 
and rooms until you have managed to clear a path to the 
exit. Designer Ozzie Mercado has twisted a few simple rules 
into 25 levels of exponential complexity, which may well 
leave you with a deep suspicion of anything with a hinge 
and a handle. 
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agine design that performs 


6 LCD TV has been created to bring your 
rte games and screen images to brilliant life. To do this, 


s 6 has high-performance features including 1080p Full HD, 


z to handle fast-moving images without blur. It also has an 
Clear Panel that helps it deliver vibrant pictures with amazing 
r contrast. You'll see details you've never seen before. Even 
this performance comes in a unique Rose Black frame 


giving it a beautiful, translucent look. For more information, visit 


samsung.com/uk/tvseries 


Samsung LCD TV SERIES |6 


Bring your Website 
to life with 1&1! 


All Inclusive Prices, U table Value 
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With over 5 Million websites, 1&1 is one of the world's largest web hosts. 1&1 employs over 

500 in-house developers. These highly trained programmers deliver the absolute best in what's 

on the forefront of technology, making 1&1 consistently first to market with the latest 

advances in communication. MEMBER or 
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internet 


* Terms and conditions apply, please see website for further details 
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1&1 HOME 1&1 BUSINESS PRO 
PACKAGE PACKAGE 


1500 IMAP/POP3 E-mail accounts 
Search Engine Optimisation 

SSH Access, PHP & Perl 

8x MySQL (100 MB Database) 


400 2 GB IMAP/POP3 E-mail accounts 
Free WebsiteBuilder 

1&1 Blog 

Photo Gallery 


SMS Manager Shared SSL ae 

1&1 WebMail 1&1 Easy Shop i- E. 1A 
Google Sitemaps Scheduled Tasks i ~. quoa 

Free CGI's 

PHP 4 & 5 thin i re ME 
99.99 % Up-Time Guarantee 99.99 % Up-Time Guarantee E mes ^ 


24/7 Express Support 
.. and much more! 


24/7 Express Support 
.. and much more! 


cai 0871 641 21 21 
Visit us now wwWwwW.1and1 .Co.uk 
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Source: Screen Digest 


European PS3 installed 
base comparison 
by end 2007 
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Source: Screen Digest 


Xbox 360 use in Europe is weighted heavily 
towards the UK. PS3's use is more spread 
across the continent, a reflection of brand 
allegiance and tastes within the region 


FOCUS V 


In association with Screen Digest 


Europe: gaming's 


swing state 


Analyst Piers Harding-Rolls discusses the importance of the 
eastern side of the Atlantic to Microsoft's 360 ambitions 


s we reach the meaty stage of the 
A| latest console cycle, things appear 

to be getting quite tasty in Europe 
between Microsoft and Sony. Anyone who 
follows the trade press may have picked up 
on a more competitive tone of late, as each 
company has sought to paint itself as the 
platform of choice for the European consumer. 


Microsoft needs to be more 
competitive in Europe outside the 
UK if it wants to fulfil its aim of 
making Xbox dominant in the west 


Microsoft claims a sell-through lead in Europe 
for the Xbox 360, whereas Sony claims a 
shipped lead in PAL (which includes a number 
of territories where Microsoft has no 
distribution) for its PS3. As it turns out both 
of these claims could be correct but each 
statement paints quite a different picture. 


Despite still making traditional games, Nintendo's perceived shift 
towards 'lifestyle products' gives it an additional audience 
removed from the young male battleground of Sony and Microsoft 
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What is irrefutable is the importance of 
Europe to both companies. While Nintendo 
is off on its own creating new genres of 
software and developing lifestyle products 
on the cusp of what we consider to be games, 
the battlefront between Microsoft and Sony 
is raging. But not so much in continental 
Europe where Microsoft's progress has been 
slowed to a point many would consider to 
be rather an underachievement, especially 
when so much groundwork had been 
effectively laid during the last cycle of 
consoles. Sony's entrenched PlayStation 
brand has provided ample resistance to 
Microsoft's advance. 

For Microsoft this is clearly not the level 
of uptake it has set out to achieve in a region 
it considered to be its 'swing state' when it 
first launched way ahead of the pack at the 
end of 2005. Whereas Sony could perhaps 
afford to experience some market-share loss 
in western territories because it has little 
competition from Microsoft in Japan, 
Microsoft has less strategic flexibility and 
needs to be more competitive in Europe 
outside the UK if it wants to fulfil its aim of 
making Xbox dominant in the west. 

Much of the problem for Microsoft stems 
from the diverse nature of the European 
region and the equally diverse gaming tastes 
of its consumers. The strengths exhibited by 
Microsoft in action or shooter games and 
related online gaming have unfortunately 
not hit home with enough continental 
gamers. Microsoft's task is made substantially 
more difficult by the existing competitive 
landscape. When Sony first set out to evolve 
and develop the European market into what 
it is today, Nintendo and Sega were well 
known gaming brands, but even they could 
not be compared to the entrenched 
PlayStation brand that faces Microsoft in 
much of Europe. As such, Microsoft must 
build its market share while also operating 
in a markedly harder competitive landscape. 


Competing successfully under these conditions 
takes massive investment, extensive local 
expertise and awareness on a territory by 
territory basis — and, of course, high quality 
execution of strategy. 

Behind the more competitive news flow 
emanating from Microsoft hides a renewed 
thrust to build its business in Europe. Microsoft 
intends to use a multi-pronged strategy 
backed by substantial investment in local 
marketing initiatives and a reshuffled and 
expanded executive team. David Gosen's 
appointment is a plus, as he brings deep 
knowledge of the European market, the tastes 
of its consumers and how casual games can 
engage the European gamer. 

What we can expect is a bigger slate of 
unique casual game experiences — either in 
the form of retail content or through Xbox 
Live-based services, and more emphasis on 
the capabilities and accessibility of Xbox Live. 
There will also be an emphasis on local content 


The localisation of certain upcoming Xbox 360 titles will include 
20 per cent of their content targeted specifically towards the 


countries in which they're released, such as cinema for Scene It? 
and music for Lips. Read more in our feature starting on page 50 


to engage the diverse European gamers. We 
expect these content and service strategies 
to be delivered alongside a pricing strategy 
to open up the Xbox 360 to a more 
mainstream audience. As Gosen has stated, 
this activity will be backed with launch 
comparable marketing spend, to in effect 
re-launch the platform in a number of 
European territories. 

Will Microsoft succeed? The jury is still 
out. As analysts we have no immediate reason 
to improve our 360 forecasts until we see 
concrete evidence that these strategies have 
been effectively executed and have had a 
positive impact on console purchases. High 
investment will inevitably increase the 
company's competitive strength on the 
continent, but Sony has its own reasons to 
be bullish about its position in the region 
as the PS3 starts to build some momentum 
during what is a crucial 12 months for 
both companies. x 


Continental Europe 
360 versus PS3 
installed base by end 
2.45 of 2007 (millions) 
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Xbox 360 PS3 


Even with a substantial head start, 
360 took less than a 150,000 installed 
base lead into 2008 compared to PS3 
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Brick Bardo sings the praises of Toshio’s latest composition 


he makers of 

GuitarFreaks, 

DrumMania, Rock 
Band and Dance Dance 
Revolution would have you 
believe that anyone has a 
talent for music. I, on the 
other hand, am living proof 
that they're wrong. Trust me, 
you cannot imagine how 
terrible a singer | am. And 
even if you could, in no way 
would it prepare you for my 
dancing, or what happens when I'm passed an instrument. 
Knowledge of music is one thing; | barely have a sense of it. 

Yet | love the idea of performing it. The thought of showing off 

my skills with a guitar when friends come to visit: to me, that's kinda 
cool. And I love that 40 year olds in Japan are starting bands as a 
hobby, doing it for the experience without thought for talent or 
achievement. | love anything that lets you share that experience. In 
short, | love Tenori-on. 
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This is a new gadget that went on sale first in 
the UK in April, then in the US and Japan in May. 
Have you heard of it? | suspect many of you 
haven't. The fact is that very few Tenori-ons have 
been made, and those that have are on sale for a 
very high price 

What is it? Hmm... It's actually quite hard to 
put into words. It is indeed a musical instrument, 


just not the kind you'd naturally think of. It's more 
a musical device, a plate equipped with sensors 
that create sounds when you touch them. You can 
play it for fun, just randomly tapping away, or 
compose by learning the right spots for the right 
sounds. Even a careless tap produces some kind of 
techno note, a minimal music that's translated into 
light by 16x16 LED 'screen'. 


Of course, the best way to understand it 
would be to actually experience it, though I'm 
sure the right time to use one is pretty rare 
There are tons of videos on the net, so anyone 
interested should.look them up. Of particular 
note are the ones featuring guest performances 
by artists like Four Tet and Chicago improvisational 
musician Jim O'Rourke. 


Why am | talking about this in a videogames 
magazine? Because it's the work of one Toshio 
Iwai, best known outside Japan as the creator 
of the DS music and light game Electroplankton. 
Here, he's widely known for creating countless 
pieces of music-related software, including 
Otocky (a musical shooter for the Famicom Disk 
System), SimTunes (a PC game in which an insect 


The Tenori-on is available at online retailers such as Amazon, but 
the hefty price tag may put off all but the most determined 


‘plays’ a field of musical dots by walking over 
them), and Bikkuri Mouse (a comical PS2 
party game). 

Iwai is not, however, a game creator. He's 
more of a media creator and installation artist. 
Not all of his creations turn a commercial profit, 
but you have to admit that his touch for creating 
unusual products is thoroughly unique. 

With Tenori-on, Iwai is upsetting notions 
of music just as he did videogames. While most 
electronic devices that feature unusual sounds 
are still based on traditional instruments, this one 
is inspired by the punch cards of 18th century 
music boxes (we call them 'orgels' in Japan). 

The result is an experience totally different from 
what we know. 

Iwai has always said in interviews that physical 
form, where electronic music is concerned, is 
unimportant. He describes Tenori-on as an 
‘interface’, designed to express the flow of time 
in a way that's comprehensible to anyone. Ever 


since his first encounter with videogames, his 
goal has been to turn passive players into 
active ones, sharing what he describes as 
“the joy of creating something with your 
own hands." 

Tenori-on's perfect coupling of light and 
sound will, I'm sure, excite more than just digital 
gadget fans. Sadly, though, that's the market 
they're shooting for, which is where the inevitable 
downside comes in: it carries a heavy price tag 
of ¥120,000 (£560)! It saddens me that such 
an accessible device should come at such 
inaccessible cost. 

No one can really say what Iwai is going to 
invent next, but you can be sure it'll be another 
innovative and creative idea. At the very least, 
he'll continue to explore his passion for sound 
whatever the medium. Personally, I'd really like 
him to visit videogames once more, if only so | 
can apply talents | actually have to the art of 
making music. x 


i3 


>a 
ETHING ABOUT JAPAN Z 


Weekly Famitsu (Enterbrain) 
Japanese sales: June 23rd to 29th 


Game/weekly sales/lifetime sales 

Tales Of Symphonia (BNG, Wii): 151,138 (NE) 

Derby Stallion DS (Enterbrain, DS): 147,158 (NE) 

Band Brothers DX (Nintendo, DS): 122,183 (NE) 

Hisshou Pachinko Vol 12 (D3 Publisher, PS2): 50,350 (NE) 
Higurashi Nonakukoroni Kizuna (Alchemist, DS): 42,702 (NE) 
Metal Gear Solid 4 (Konami, PS3): 32,661 (576,437) 

Wii Fit (Nintendo, Wii): 30,800 (2,261,333) 

Ken To Maho To Gakuen Mono (Acquire, PSP): 30,701 (NE) 
Gundam Operation Troy (BNG, 360): 29,934 (NE) 

Super Mario Stadium (Nintendo, Wii): 27630 (86,242) 


Everything on this page could be yours! 


LEGO INDIANA JONES: 
THE ORIGINAL ADVENTURES 


Win a treasure trove of goodies to 
celebrate the launch of Lego: Indiana 
Jones, including the game, special 
edition Lego merchandise and ten 
more Activision games. 

What was the name of Indiana Jones' kid sidekick in the 
Temple of Doom? 

a) Short Round 

b) Young Indiana Jones 

c) Willie 

Text LIJ2, space and either A, B or C to 87474 (cost 50p) or 
go to: www.futurecomps.co.uk/lij2 
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Wii FIT AND MARIO KART 


We have five copies of the 

latest craze to sweep Wii, Wii 

Fit — it comes with the tilt- 
sensitive Balance Board — and 
Mario Kart Wii to give away. 
Which of these characters 

does not feature in Mario - 
Kart Wii? 

a) Luigi 

b) Baby Peach 

c) Sonic the Hedgehog 

Text WFMK3, space and either A, B or C to 87474 (cost 50p) 
or go to: www.futurecomps.co.uk/wfmk3 


UBISOFT 


WIN A HOLIDAY TO MONTREAL, A TRIP TO UBISOFT TO PLAY 
FAR CRY 2 AND A 32" HD-TV! 


It's the ultimate prize for any gamer — a once-in-a- 
lifetime chance to visit Ubisoft's award-winning 
Montreal studios in Canada. These talent-packed 
developers created Splinter Cell, Prince of Persia and 
Assassin's Creed and are now working on this year's 
PS3, Xbox 360 and PC blockbuster Far Cry 2. 

Set in 50 square kilometres of open African 
savannah and jungle, Far Cry 2 could even surpass the 
original game by delivering what should be some of the 
most realistic environments and amazing effects seen in a 


- d 


THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA: 
PRINCE CASPIAN 


Revisit Narnia in Prince Caspian — it 
features 20 of your favourite characters 
to play as. The winner gets an 80GB 
iPod Classic while ten runners up will 


first-person shooter. bag a copy of the game. . 

This prize will allow one lucky winner to fly to Who wrote the Chronicles of Narnia books? 
Montreal and find out exactly how it's all been achieved. If a) C. S. Lewis 
chosen, you and a friend will be flown to Montreal, stay ina b) Enid Blyton 


c) Philip Pullman 
Text TCON4, space and either A, B or C to 87474 (cost 50p) 
or go to: www.futurecomps.co.uk/tcon4 


Text to 


3 star hotel for two nights, spend time at the game studio, 
meet Far Cry 2's creators and be among the first lucky 
people in the world to actually play the game months 
before its release for the rest of us. As if that's not enough, 
when you get home there'll be a 32" HD-TV waiting for you. 
To win, simply answer this question and text FC1, a 
space and either A, B or C to 87474 (cost £1.50 plus 
standard charge) or enter online at www.futurecomps. 
co.uk/fcl. Closing date is 30 August. 


Where is Far Cry 2 set? 
a) Africa 

b) India 

C) Australia 
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Edge's most wanted 


Street Fighter IV 


Even though it's had a number of 
playable airings, Capcom's coin-op 
isn't actually complete, which put 
the kibosh on a review this month. 
Still, it's looking like the real deal. 
ARCADE, CAPCOM 


Gridrunner+++ 


Give thanks there’s no keeping 

Jeff Minter down. The superficial 
resemblance to GR++ is misleading: 
this is a fine wake-up call for the 
twin-stick shooter. With sheep. 

360, LLAMASOFT 


Infamous 


Crackdown with lightning bolts? 
We'd buy that for a dollar, so let's 
hope the game can live up to its 
concept, and the karma system is 
more subtle than the destruction. 
PS3, SUCKER PUNCH PRODUCTIONS 


The future of electronic entertainment 


The mass effect 


Why the public wants uhat the public gets 


eb 2.0, game 3.0 - there has 
W been a flurry of buzzwords 

to describe how the net 
enables communication between 
producers and consumers - often 
blurring the boundaries between 
the two. Key to this is community, 
and while developers have always 
had their fans, now those fans 
can be directly addressed; their 
responses filtered and plotted and 
sieved; their opinions used to 
inform the creation of a product 
tailored for them and, developers 
hope, sold in large quantities. 

The flipside to this seemingly 
equitable marketing arrangement 
is that developers can end up 
serving the fans at the expense of 
their own creative autonomy. It's 
something like entropy — with 
success comes expectations, and 
decreasing freedom in the way you 
fulfil them with every successive 
release. Bungie perhaps did a wise 
thing in distancing itself from the 
Halo franchise at the point at 
which it reached its zenith — its 
ambition and imagination could 
potentially fill a space larger than 
Master Chief's helmet. 

That Blizzard has chosen to 
return to Diablo is obviously 
something driven by a desire to 
serve fans as much as internal 


Giving consumers what they want seems 
like a pretty sound business strategy — 
but do they always know what they want? 
At least Diablo III (left) is the marriage of 
fan demand and developer-driven desire 


enthusiasm, and you wonder just 
how much of its own imagination 
Blizzard will sacrifice for it. Groups 
have already begun to petition 
with their varied demands, mostly 
slamming the modest ways in 
which the firm has hoped to move 
the series onwards. A particularly 
vocal group, currently with 47,516 
signatures, dislikes the more liberal 
use of colour, calling for a return to 
the drab greys and browns that 
served its predecessor's humourless 
theme so well. 

Though lead producer Keith 
Lee has defended the new art 
direction, pointing out that use of 
colour creates valuable contrast 
with the areas that lack it, it will be 
interesting to see in what areas 
Blizzard will concede to fan 
requests. It brings to mind Hiroshi 
Yamauchi's dictum that developers 
would tell marketers what to sell, 
and not the other way around. 

The policy seems to have worked 
out OK for Nintendo so far. You 
wonder to what degree the 
web-2.0-enabled community 

really knows what is best, or 
whether it actually interferes with 
the authorship of products that the 
buying public might not conceive 
itself, but nonetheless 

hungrily consumes. x 
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Diablo III 


PC 


Too Human 
360, PS3 


Project Origin 
360, PC, PS3 


Quantum Of Solace 
360, PS3 


Brothers In Arms: 
Hell's Highway 
360, PC, PS3 


Dissidia: Final Fantasy 
PSP 


Space Invaders Get Even 
WII 


Jumpgate Evolution 
PC 


Samba De Amigo 
Wil 


Lego Batman 
360, PC, PS2, PS3, WII 


Fallen Empire: Legions 
PC 


Gauntlet 


DS 


Dragon Quest IV 


Ds 
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FORMAT: PC 

PUBLISHER: ACTIVISION BLIZZARD 
DEVELOPER; BLIZZARD ENTERTAINMENT 
ORIGIN: US 

RELEASE: TBA 


Back once again for 
the dungeon master 


When we ask if Diablo IlI is in the shadow of WOW, Wilson says: “Diablo III started development before 
WOW shipped, so the majority of its development has been in the shadow of Diablo Il, rather than WOW" 


iablo Ill may well be the sequel that 
D all the fans want, but after the long 

rumbling drum-roll of rumours and 
hints that presaged its announcement, there 
is an odd sense of anti-climax. Thanks to 
World Of WarCraft, Blizzard has the highest 
of public profiles — a vast base of existing 
users who are eager for its product and easily 
and directly courted. Surely few companies 
are as well positioned to pull a new and 
radical IP from their sleeve? Instead, and 
perhaps inevitably, Blizzard returned to a 
familiar licence, doing so in a way which, on 


"Battlenet is a pretty amazing feat of 
technology," says Wilson of Blizzard's 
online service. "When players see that 
they're going to be really amazed" 
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the surface, appears to differ little from its 
predecessor's formula. It's an assessment that 
the developers find surprising. 

"Coming at it from the RPG side I don't 
think we did stick to the formula in a lot of 
ways," says Leonard Boyarsky, lead world 
designer. "I feel that Diablo Il had a lot of 
room to grow in terms of the story and the 
RPG. I look at other games that have come 
out more recently, that are 'action RPGs,' 
and apart from changing where the camera 
is, | think we're doing quite a bit more than 
what they've done. We could have done a 


completely different game style but that 
wouldn't have been Diablo III.” 

"It's not like there's been a ton of great 
Diablo clones out there," joins in lead 
designer Jay Wilson. "It's a pretty small 
genre that hasn't evolved very much in its 
gameplay. It's the game we wanted to play — 
and, we assume, the game our fans would 
want to play. That said, there are some new 
features that we haven't announced yet that 
take it away from what the previous games 
did, but still at its core it's a true sequel." 

One vital aspect of the game that carries 
the essence of its predecessors is its camera 


angle. Although now fully 3D, it's a direct 
progression from the isometric view of the 
previous games — and it's this loyalty to the 
spirit of that old technology that has led so 
many to assume that the game has done 
little to update itself. 

"Camera is not technology," says Wilson, 
clearly somewhat frustrated. "People 
associate the camera with isometric and say: 
'Oh, why didn't you update the tech?' Well, 
we did update the tech. The camera has 
nothing to do with tech, the camera is all 
about gameplay. Isometric gameplay is very 
different from FPS or over-the-shoulder 
thirdperson — which is pretty much what the 
entire industry is moving towards. But then 
some of the biggest hits of the last year were 
Guitar Hero and Rock Band, and those were 
not high-tech games. Gameplay is what 
matters; it's what's always mattered to us." 

But Wilson is keen to impress that this is 
not just an HD refit of its predecessors: and 
by no means has Diablo Ill eschewed new 
technology in bolstering and furthering the 
series' hack-and-slash core. 

"| think the most obvious kind of thing to 
look at is the addition of physics," says 
Wilson. “I think it just makes combat feel 
better, which is essentially its goal; we've 
added a lot of opportunities to use the 
environment against people, or interact with 
it. The environments of Diablo | and Il felt 
very much like a box for monsters. And being 


"It was never our goal to make a 100 per 
cent destructible environment — we just 
wanted to break a lot of stuff," says Wilson. 
“Now we've seen the response to that we're 
going back to make it much more pervasive" 


able to make them feel a lot more alive is 
really the thing that we've brought up the 
technology to do. " 

Similarly, Blizzard has tweaked the degree 
with which environments are randomly 
generated, attempting to achieve a better 
balance between unpredictable encounters 
and worlds that feel coherent, interesting 
and credible. "We mix static environments 
with random environments," Wilson 
explains. "With our outdoor environments, 
we've focused a lot more on static 
environments — there's not the complete 
randomness that there was with Diablo ll, 
and that's mainly to give the world a feeling 
of reality. In Diablo Il, the only way you could 
take an area as organic as the outdoors and 
make it random was to pull all the interest 
out of it. So it didn't make for a very 
compelling layout. What we've tried to do 
with Diablo Ill is to ask ourselves how we 
could make the randomness in those 
outdoor areas mean more. What we did was 
to come up with ‘Adventures,’ which allows 
us to cut huge blocks out of the outdoor 
areas and stick whatever we want in there 
So, the next town is always to the North, but 
you don't know if you're going to encounter 
a camp along the way or a lost caravan or a 
summoning ritual. There are all these 
different kind of events, and you don't know 
where they are going to appear. There's still a 
reason to explore, and that's really what 


The destruction of environments isn't so dynamic that you can reform the terrain and block a path, says Wilson. If a path 
can get destroyed we always provide alternate paths so you can always get around. Some classes can just jump over it" 


randomness provides. The encounters are all 
random, so you don't know what's around 
the next corner." 

The dungeons meanwhile, which Wilson 
says make up 60 per cent of the game or 
more, use a completely random system 
"We do either one of two things," he says 
"We have an assortment of layouts with 
randomised entrances and exits or we go 
for the full randomised dungeon which is 
essentially a bunch of components that get 
reassembled together. And all of them can 
also have Adventures as well." 

Wilson makes it clear that these aren't 


the only ways in which Diablo's gameplay has 
been extended and enriched, although such 
details are still under wraps. But even if 
Diablo Ill does no more than dust off the 
formula of its predecessors it will still be a 
formidable extension of a heavyweight 
franchise. The fans will almost certainly get 
what they want and more — Blizzard is 
already scrutinising the reaction to the 
game's announcement and tailoring it to 

suit. But as solid a product as Diablo III 
promises to be, there's still a part of us that 
wishes what Blizzard did next wasn't 
something it had done before. LA 


Return policy 


Blizzard has shown little 
eagerness to break away 
from its existing licences - 
even when, as with the 
aborted StarCraft: Ghost, it 
shifts genres. Why mine the 
same names so many times? 
“Usually it's because we like 
them," replies Wilson, 
nonplussed. "Diablo's our 
dark fantasy licence, 
Warcraft's our high fantasy 
licence and StarCraft is our 
sci-fi licence. If we wanted 
to make a sci-fi game it _ 
would be kind of hard to 
argue against doing it in the 
StarCraft universe. People 
get really excited about 
working on new IPs a lot 

of the time, but working 

on an established IP has a 
lot of benefits. It has a lot 
of built-in style and mood; 
a built-in fan-base; you 
don't have to explain the 

IP to people, they just 
understand it, and you can 
spend your time exploring 
themes more fully." 


FORMAT: 360 

PUBLISHER: MICROSOFT 
DEVELOPER: SILICON KNIGHTS 
ORIGIN: CANADA 

RELEASE: AUGUST 29 
PREVIOUSLY IN: E164, E183 


The cutscenes that intersperse the 
combat paint the world as a snow- 
blasted dystopia, quite in contrast 
to the verdant forests of cyberspace 


Too Human 


Valhalla goes hi-tech, but does 
it prove to be grim up Norse? 


aving overseen the game's epic ten- 
H year development, reaffirming 
expectations for Too Human is really 
Denis Dyack's prerogative as Silicon Knights' 
president. But even ignoring the rash 
challenges to anonymous detractors on 
internet forums, claims have been made for 
the game and its development process that 
you suspect are setting it up for a fall. One 
thing Dyack has been particularly vocal about 
has been the importance of narrative and, in 


The hi-tech dungeon crawls feel like a succession 
of Diablo-esque smash-fests entirely divorced 
from the narrative motivation of a larger campaign 


practical terms, the necessity of having a 
writer fully integrated with the design 
process. This particular sentiment sticks in 
the mind when playing Too Human, because, 
while there is a good deal of narrative, it is 
unusually leaden in its delivery and almost 
entirely separate from the actual gameplay. 
Even the Metal Gear series manages to make 
its action relevant to the lengthy cutscenes 
that punctuate it — here, the hi-tech dungeon 
crawls feel like a succession of Diablo-esque 
smash-fests entirely divorced from the 
narrative motivation of a larger campaign. 
This said, the plot isn't without merit, 


refitting the story of the Norse gods as part 
of a cyberpunk battle between humans 

and machines. As the war rages on, the 
humans and their protectors, the godlike 
Aesir, are forced to augment themselves with 
cybernetics, blurring the boundaries between 
themselves and their foe. The machines too 
have developed a taste for blood: a desire to 
become more organic. The analogies that 
Silicon Knights has eked out between the 
mythic and the technological are occasionally 
rather neat. The spirit world here becomes a 
form of cyberspace, a digital projection of 
verdant forests and standing stones that can 


be used to affect the snow-swept, sterile real 
world. Fell a tree in cyberspace to bridge a 
ravine, and a walkway extends across a 
precipice in the dungeon. The Norse legend 
of Loki’s punishment for orchestrating the 
murder of a god is represented in the game 
with the character Loki being tortured by a 
virtual snake dripping venom onto him - the 
kind of thing a futuristic Khmer Rouge 
might do without a radiator and a car battery 
to hand. It makes you wonder whether the 
distinctions Too Human draws between 
reality and cyberspace might be revealed as 
an illusion further into the story. 


The world surrounding you is mostly non-interactive, but 
some larger battles have environmental solutions — fights 
that would otherwise be enervating, protracted affairs 
can be ended in seconds by bringing the ceiling down 


Ae 


With the right analogue stick's usual camera control usurped 


by melee attacks, Too Human's viewpoint swings between 
dynamic and fixed camera points — not always appropriately 


The total lack of irony with which all 
this is executed is strangely refreshing, 
but ultimately let down by a poor feel for 
dialogue. Conversations wear out their 
welcome fairly quickly with portentous 
faux-oldspeak that only just avoids 
forsoothing and verilying its way into total 
absurdity. More surprisingly, the collision 
between ancient and futuristic doesn't result 
in a particularly striking visual style either. 
Excepting the occasional bit of scene dressing 
- a building in the shape of a wolf's head, or 
a towering techno-monolith — the drawing of 
environments and enemies alike is bland. 

The levels are huge but sparse, the arenas 
of battle purged of geometry. It's maybe a 
necessity: enemies navigate staircases like 
robotic cows in need of an oil change, and 
you too often find low walls to be 
insurmountable barriers, despite your ability 
to bound through the air at several times 
your own head-height. With nearly every 
fight taking place on a flat plane, the game 
relies on the variety of enemies and the 
player's willingness to experiment to 
distinguish one battle from another. It 
succeeds to a degree — combat has a good 
deal of potential depth, thanks to the huge 
armoury and the freedom with which you 
can modify it. The use of the analogue 
Stick for different melee combos can be 
frustratingly imprecise, and you'll often find 
yourself inadvertently breaking off a combo 
attack on one enemy to lay into another. 

Shooting is vastly more infuriating. A key 
enemy tactic is to bog you down with melee 


Every battle results in an almost overwhelming amount of loot. While micromanagers will enjoy turfing through the pile 
of negligibly different items, Too Human also allows players to turn on an automatic salvage feature which automatically 
recycles the mountain of pick-ups into cash. Of course, the risk is that you will accidentally destroy a prime piece of kit 


opponents and have long-range weaponry 
bombard you from afar. It would make sense 
to be able to shoot at these enemies, but this 
is rarely possible thanks to a perverse and 
maddening lock-on that seems to select 
targets that are of no interest to you. Missiles 
that have already passed over your head 
seem to be one of the targeting system's 
favourite picks, and even when there is only 
one enemy on the battlefield, you will 
sometimes find yourself aiming fixedly in 
completely the wrong direction 

If players were permitted to effectively 
select and eliminate enemies from range, 


Somewhat unbelievably, dying initiates a 30-second 
unskippable cutscene before dropping you back in the 
battle. Enemies stay dead, however, meaning you can 
win any fight by slow attrition if you can stomach it 


then this kernel of play would be 
immeasurably improved, but with precious 
little time between our viewing of the game 
and its release, it's hard to believe that 
anything other than the most obvious 
complaints will be addressed. Too Human 
feels very much like a game cobbled together 
from mismatched fragments, the intersection 
of each compromising the effectiveness of 
others — and yet despite all this it may yet 
have the weight in its narrative and enough 
depth in its system of upgrades to sustain 
interest in the combat, albeit 

imperfectly implemented x 
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Onatroll 


Some larger enemies can 
be dispatched in a single 
blow by climbing up on 

to their backs through a 
context-sensitive tap of 
the A button. Aside from 
the currently wobbly 
implementation, the fact 
that this useful titbit of 
information is secreted in 
the advanced combat 
controls menu is indicative 
of a more prevalent 
dysfunction when it comes 
to displaying information. 
It's frankly amazing that 
the dizzying babble of 
figures and icons on the 
equipment and skills 
screens has made it this far 
into development without 
someone wondering 
whether it would make 
sense to anyone who hadn't 
been deeply involved in 
designing it. 
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FORMAT: 360, PC, PS3 
PUBLISHER: WARNER BROS 
DEVELOPER: MONOLITH 
ORIGIN: US 

RELEASE: TBA 


Reel tension 


While both FEAR and Origin 
use iconography familiar to 
horror films, Mulkey says 
the way videogame 
audiences engage with such 
things is different. 

“One issue is that 
players often tend to be 
looking in the wrong 
direction when you're trying 
to show them something. If 
you take control away and 
force people to look where 
you want, it feels contrived 
and undermines the 
effectiveness. On the flip 
side, you can build tension 
by making players do things 
they don't feel safe doing. 
In a game, the protagonist is 
the audience, which gives 
you an extra means of 
manipulating expectations: 
the hero in a movie can't 
hear the musical score, but 
the player can." 


Project Origin 
Monolith assures us that FEAR by 
any other name will smell as sweet 


The usual Japanese horror suspects dominate Hubbard's list of 


filmic inspiration for Project Origin's plot, along with titles 
like Ghost Story, The Shining and The Sixth Sense. "And 
probably a bit of Shakes the Clown too!" Truly horrifying 


S with all sequels, Project Origin 

A faces that difficult task of advancing 

while maintaining continuity with 
the previous game. And also having to ask 
such difficult questions as what FEAR'S 
fundamental qualities were, whether they are 
still as relevant now, and whether after 
hundreds of J-horror Ring-alikes, are little 
girls with lank hair still scary? 

"| hope so!" says lead designer John 
Mulkey, as you might expect he would. But 
while Project Origin seems as beholden to 
the horror clichés of cinema as ever, its status 
as a sequel has seen it necessarily delve 
further into the backstory of near-future 
psychic fury and shuffle it along towards 
something more grandiose 

"|n the first game the player interacted 
with the child visualisation of Alma that she 
used to facilitate her escape from her 
imprisonment," says Mulkey. "In Project 
Origin, the player now has to deal with the 
wrath of the woman, not the child. She is an 
adult and is driven less by intellect than by 
her more base emotions of rage and need. 
Alma is going to be more direct. She is going 
to touch you more. In the first game there 


"Alma is older now and is more emotionally driven," says 
Hubbard. "Her motivations have shifted after the first 
game. She has a stronger agenda, which gives her a 
more active role." But can she still walk on the ceiling? 


were just glimpses of Alma, but the player 
will be more aware of her in this game." 

While it's something of a relief to hear 
that Monolith isn't going to slavishly 
regurgitate the iconic elements of past 
games, there remains a risk that the game 
will go off the rails in an attempt to be more 
edgy and shocking. After all, didn't 
Monolith's sequel to Condemned take a dive 
into the gutter in order to out-do the 
grotesquery of the original game? 

"The teams definitely feed off and inspire 
one another," says Mulkey, sidestepping 
criticism of Condemned 2's excess. "We have 
basically rolled the whole Condemned 2 
team on to the project for the final push. 
We're all brainstorming manically trying to 
ensure all the fear elements are encompassed 
in this game." 

But as Craig Hubbard, also a lead 
designer, points out, Project Origin is first 
and foremost an action game. "There are 
horror elements," he says, "but it's not 
meant to be an unrelenting experience in 
terror." Hubbard points to the more open 
and varied arenas of combat and the 
procedural cover system as means of building 
on FEAR' reputation for sharp gunplay and 
lively, improvisational Al. There also seems to 
be the opportunity to hijack some of the 
larger mechanical foes, a la The Chronicles 


Of Riddick: Escape From Butcher Bay, and 
go on a cathartic rampage. “The value of 
something like the powered armour 
sequences is that you spend a lot of your 
time up against tough odds,” says Hubbard. 
“It's gratifying to occasionally lay waste to 
all that you survey.” 

There's no doubt that Project Origin's task 
is complicated by the legal wrangling over 
the possession of the FEAR brand, forcing 
Monolith to sell the game under a new 
name. Can the game both satisfy fans and 
convince the uninitiated of the merits 
concealed by the supremely insipid title of 
Project Origin? With a release slipping into 
2009 to avoid the Christmas competition, 
it seems as though the game is still 
looking for that right hook. LA 


You can't rely on gamers spotting your emotional cues, 
says Mulkey. “In games you have to have enough 
moments that the audience is likely to notice at least 
a percentage of them, but not all you intend them to” 
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Treyarch may have a licence to kill, but 


let's hope it doesn't kill the licence 


he namess silly, very silly, and the 
T schoolboy logo makes it look as 
though it's actually called Quantum 
Of Solace 7. The licence holder is all-new, but 
the game's Bond. So the only question that 
counts is the one gamers have been asking 
for the past decade: is there any chance that 
it might be as good as GoldenEye? 

For now, the answers remain top secret, 
because at the time of our introduction to 
the game, the details that will make the 
difference have yet to be resolved, let alone 
revealed. What is evident is that the ‘less is 
more' component of the GoldenEye formula 
has informed the new game's design, even 
if it sounds like a maxim more naturally 
related to a publisher-imposed effort-to- 
profit equation. Treyarch is building a game 
that eschews the diversions into ski-jumping, 
wonky platforming and Maureen-from- 
Driving School car chases that pockmarked 
EA's tenure of the licence. Instead, Quantum 
Of Solace is an unapologetic shooter, one 
created using stablemate Infinity Ward's Call 
Of Duty 4 engine, and themed around 
sections of both the forthcoming film and 
its predecessor, Casino Royale. 

With the film set to begin an hour after 
the conclusion of Casino Royale, this 
videogame marriage of the two movies 
makes perfect narrative sense, and should 


In this section, players can opt for a stealthy shuffle 
instead of blasting through in traditional shooter style. 
The extent of stealth play elsewhere remains to be seen 


provide a range of atmospheric backdrops. 
The earlier film's Ugandan shanty-town, for 
example, is among the locales that will 
feature, and Quantum Of Solace takes up its 
plot in Lake Como before heading for Sienna 
and then Austria and Bolivia. Yet the one 
level we witnessed was in Casino Royale's 
titular Montenegrin hotel complex, which 
proved yet again that casinos (like cruise 
ships or hotels) are a thankless endeavour for 
any designer, with their Del Boy chandeliers, 
varnished handrails, brash lighting and 
overall air of Eurotrash chintz. Squint and, for 
all the extra polygons, effects and interactive 
scenery, Bond could be back in Virtua Cop 2 
or, worse, be forced to revisit Red Steel 
Once eyes were adjusted to the décor, 
however, the gameplay ramifications of 
Quantum Of Solace's environments became 
clearer. COD4's cover and shooting 
mechanics are fundamental to the game, 
with everything from luggage to huge stage- 
style curtains providing crucial shelter and, 
ultimately, destructible dramas that 


Destructible architecture ensures opportunities for cover 
evolve over the course of firefights, even if, in the current 
build, they all seem to end up in bloody carnage (below) 


meaningfully affect the player's interaction 
with the architecture. Beyond that, it's a key 
indicator of the game's allegiance to the 
claustrophobic, grittier post-Bourne Bond. 
Still, the gravy train that followed in the 
wake of GoldenEye's triumph emphatically 
proved that it’s easy to make bad Bond 
games, and Treyarch is to be praised for 
referencing the disciplined design ethos of 
Rare’s game without indulging the simple- 
minded idea that its formula could be 
meaningfully duplicated so many years and 
generations of technology later. However, 
with only a few months until release, 
Treyarch isn't confirming whether it will 
feature puzzles or other non-combat 
elements, though a reduction in the Serious 
Sam-sized hordes of heavily-armed enemies 
that currently feature was promised. 
Quantum Of Solace should not emerge as 
the kind of atrocity that characterised the EA 
era but, thus far, the developer's assurances 
are the only thing stopping it looking 
like COD4 in a tux. 


The game starts with events from the film (the assets of which Treyarch 
had access to from the pre-production stage), with scenes from Casino 
Royale (including a promising-looking Venice, left) unfolding in flashbacks 


FORMAT: PS3, 360 
PUBLISHER: TREYARCH 
DEVELOPER: ACTIVISION 
ORIGIN: US 

RELEASE: OCTOBER 31 (UK) 
NOVEMBER 7 (US) 


Licence to license 


However it fares on other 
fronts, Quantum Of Solace 
is a fascinating case study 
for the way premium 
contemporary licences 
operate. Before the game's 
development began, 
Treyarch researched gamers" 
preferences for third- or 
firstperson perspective in 
a Bond game. Once the 
inevitably equivocal results 
were in, in true market 
research style they initially 
went for both, so with the 
press of a button, players 
Will be able to lurch 
between the perspectives 
to play whichever way 
they please. In practice, it 
appears that firstperson 

is for shooting, and third 
for Metal Gear-style wall- 
leaning and saying 'Ooh, 
I'm Bond’. After the 
Brosnan-less EA releases, 
appearing in-game was in 
Craig's contract, to which he 
grudgingly consented. 
Whether his strangely- 
textured and zombified 
expression is a bonus 
depends on your take on 
the actor himself. 
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FORMAT: 360, PC, PS3 
PUBLISHER: UBISOFT 
DEVELOPER: GEARBOX 
ORIGIN: US 

RELEASE: AUGUST 
PREVIOUSLY IN: E164, E185 


Give the player 
a big hand 
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We idi Gearbox's tactical shooter a 


shake to see if its nuts and bolts are loose 


hat Brothers In Arms finds it difficult 
T to hit the right tone has always been 

evident from the eccentric double- 
act that presents it to the press. On the one 
side you have Colonel John Antal, military 
advisor to Gearbox Software, commending 
the game's accuracy, detailing the extensive 
research into the exact weather conditions 
on September 22 1944 in the Dutch town of 
Veghel. "It rained that day," Antal says. "We 
have rain in our game." 

Then on the other side you hear Gearbox 
president Randy Pitchford exclaim with 
glee: "Oh man! Did you see a piece of his 
head fly off there? That was gross!” 


this is not - move in too quickly without 
your squadmates correctly positioned to 
provide suppressive fire, and you'll be cut 
down in seconds. The Al is in no more hurry 
to die than you are: entrenched enemies 
are largely impervious to your inaccurate 
weaponry, and battles consist of a race to 
manoeuvre your squads into positions 
where they can lay down crossfire. So, in a 
game that rewards careful tactical thought 
and minimisation of risk, it's jarring to have 
the camera zoom across the battlefield to 
see someone's brain explode or their 
dismembered corpse cartwheel away from 
a grenade explosion in slow motion. It feels 


The slo-mo deaths may seem 
a little out of touch with the 
otherwise reverent tone, but 
then Hell's Highway doesn't 
really try to humanise your 
enemies. The voice samples 
used for the Germans all 
have caricatured nasal tones 


Even substantial cover, such as a wall of sandbags, can be 
wiped out by a grenade or shell, and enemies will rapidly 
advance on your position; you'll have to keep your squad 
on the move in order to out-pace the Germans' strategy 


Hell's Highway is an uneasy Ao : a : - 
mixture of hyper-real, Even without Pitchford and Antal, our unusually exploitative of death for a title that into defensive positions before you are 
photo-real and uncanny, recent playthrough of the game's opening otherwise claims to celebrate the memories overrun. The enemy Al, at least in this section 
Nis a on aper cde act suggests that it's still a little confused as of those brave soldiers. of the game, rarely comes unstuck, pulling 
measure. The fields of to how to present itself. This section sees It's not without its adrenalising moments, back when assaulted and taking advantage 
Holland in the opening the 101st Airborne’s arrival in Holland (which however. Seeing German troops flood down of weakened flanks with alarming speed. 
khong sain had very agreeable weather at the time). A a grassy slope into a field gives you only a Console controls are somewhat of a 
blues - a cartoon next to close confrontation, run-and-gun shooter matter of seconds for you to get your men fudge, however. There must have been a 
the bedraggled, grizzled better compromise than putting squad 
Pun el psi baa selection on the same button as the rally 
up on screen as though it command - confusing the two under fire is 
were only inches from disastrous. Nonetheless, when the controls 
ch M are mastered, Hell's Highway puts a powerful 
light-bending properties toolset in your hands — although sections 
that making look nothing which require you to go it alone are 
pa in eid ges nla discordant with the emphasis that the game 
there is a precisely otherwise places on its squad dynamic. 
observed, credible detail, Despite the confusion the game seems 
Ful d i ein to have with its war theme, Hell's Highway 

. or soaks into fabric. does much with its squad dynamic to 


commend itself — there's a compelling 
challenge in getting through a fire-fight 
without unloading a single shot yourself or 
losing a man. If the full game can continue 
to throw up new and interesting tactical 
propositions, hopefully scaling up the enemy 
Al's ability to dynamically out-manoeuvre 


Windmills offer useful vantage points for the player to scout 
out the area ahead and, from such elevated positions, you 
can often command your troops to take down enemies alone 


you, then much of its clumsiness will tZ 
be forgiven. 
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Dissidia: Final Fantasy 


The franchise's first beat 'em up offers you a chance 
to punch the stroppy teenager of your choice 


#) quare Enix isn't too proud for 

fan service; this would be less a 

* criticism were it a little more 
discriminating about quality. Picking the 
cookie from the stack of toilet cakes in 
the blind tasting-test that is Final Fantasy 
is an ever-increasingly difficult task: for 
every stand-up instalment, such as the 
recent My Life As A King, there's a slew 
of faintly toxic products that aim to be 
digestible simply by virtue of being briefly 
dipped in a vat of Final Fantasy flavouring. 
Dissidia's quality in this regard is unknown, 


The game's support for online is being confirmed and 
may hint at some versus mode over the internet. A 
playable version should be available at the coming 
Square Enix event at the very beginning of August 


but being a beat 'em up which plucks 
combatants from the franchise's vast roster 
of characters, its status as fan service is fairly 
blatant — we are left to hope that this is not 
its only attraction. 

And perhaps, for once, we can dare to 
hope. From what has been shown so far, it 
seems that there is a considered combat 
system behind the extravagant haircuts and 
oversized swords. Destroying an opponent 
comes down to the delicate balance of 
two systems: hit-points and bravery. Attacks 
on the square button bring down the 
enemy's overall health, but can't be turned 
into combos - nor are they powerful, at first. 
Instead, players must build their Brave gauge 
(and decrease their opponent's) through 
circle button attack combos and special 
moves. The Brave gauge then determines 
the power of the square button’‘s hit point 
attacks, allowing for more devastating moves 
that have a much greater effect on the 
health of the other fighter. 

As you'd expect from a fighter, the 
game comes with all the requisite dodges, 
blocks and movement-sensitive attacks, 


Space Invaders Get Even 


Will the ETs turn out a Wiiware 
game worth phoning home about? 


arking the 30th anniversary of 
|. Space Invaders, Taito's Wiiware 

take on the franchise places players 
in the cockpit of the alien mothership and 
lets them wreak devastation on humankind's 
last defences. Despite a move to three 
dimensions, Space Invaders Get Even doesn't 
dispense with all its retro iconography - the 
invaders themselves are still 2D, unleashed 
from the mothership's hangar with a tap of 


the A button. Controls make use of both the 
Remote and Nunchuk, the latter to move the 
mothership around, the former to direct 
Invaders in Pikmin-like swarms to destroy 
mankind's last vestiges of hope. 

In another departure from the stripped- 
down simplicity of previous Space Invaders 
games, Get Even gives the player a variety of 
attack modes to juggle. As well as the 
obligatory homing shots, single strikes and 


As much as we love Space Invaders Extreme, 
Get Even does promise to be a more 
inventive take on the series — but still 
maintains the feel of an arcade challenge in 
its use of retro sprites and time-constraints 


FORMAT: PSP 
PUBLISHER: SQUARE ENIX 
DEVELOPER: IN-HOUSE 
ORIGIN: JAPAN 

RELEASE: 2008 
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More than 20 characters from the many and varied 
installations of the franchise should be present, and 
each hero comes with his or her own set of special 
actions that are inspired by their original game 


and, as is fashionable, the environments, too, 
come into play during the combat. 

Gaming has reached a phase at which, 
after a lengthy lull, there is a sudden crush of 
top-form beat 'em ups jostling for contention 
— it will take more than an iconic manga 
fringe for a lesser title to gain the 
audience's recognition. x 


charged attacks, there are some which 
require the Invaders to get into formation, 
such as the Drill attack, which keeps 
burrowing away at a target's defences over 
time, and the Hop attack, which sees the 
Invaders gather together into a ball that 
strikes the enemy with each bounce. 

Time is limited, but each enemy and 
structure destroyed adds valuable seconds 
to the countdown. At the beginning, the 
mothership holds only 100 Invaders but 
as the Earth Defence Forces erode your 
numbers you can bolster your forces by 
freeing Invaders held in captivity. Of course, 
finding the installations where your fellow 
saucer-men are imprisoned eats into the 
clock, creating a tension between fighting 
force and fighting time. 

Given the large number of spruced-up 2D 
retro games that have followed in the wake 
of Geometry Wars, Taito's decision to break 
with the formula altogether can't have been 
an easy one. So long as our armies don't get 
wiped out by a touch of flu, Get Even could 
prove to be a refreshing employment of 
a well-exposed franchise. x 


FORMAT: WII 
PUBLISHER: TAITO 
DEVELOPER: IN-HOUSE 
ORIGIN: JAPAN 
RELEASE: SUMMER 
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As you wage war on the Earthlings, they 
will gradually step up the deployment 
of their arsenal, with each stage ending 
in a boss battle — a battleship and a 
giant tank are the first to be revealed 
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Although no screenshots have 
yet been released featuring 
the HUD, the demo we saw 
made it appear economical 
and unfussy — far removed 
from the spreadsheet look 

of so many MMOGs. It will 
also be wholly customisable 


While there has been an abundance of space 
shooters for PC, the genre has had few recent 
exponents on consoles. You can't imagine the 
stodgier tactical affairs translating as well, 
but where are the dogfighting blast 'em ups? 


Codemasters looks to the heavens in 
an attempt to challenge Eve Online 


FORMAT: PC 

PUBLISHER: CODEMASTERS ONLINE 
DEVELOPER: NETDEVIL 

ORIGIN: US 

RELEASE: SPRING 


In space, no one can 


hear you scheme 


While Jumpgate is certain to 
deliver a chunky backstory, 
a key contributor to Eve's 
appeal is the degree to 
which players shape and 
build the world themselves, 
creating and organising 
their own elaborate social 
groups, with all the intrigue 
and backstabbing that 
entails. Codemasters' 
representatives were 
reluctant to be drawn on 
this aspect of Jumpgate, 
but they did suggest that 
players would be able to 
form their own, self- 
contained power-bases. 


he gargantuan sales of World Of 

WarCraft have yet to stop other 

developers tossing their hat into 
the Tolkienesque ring of me-too fantasy 
MMOGs, so perhaps we shouldn't be 
surprised that some plucky developer has 
stepped up to the challenge and gone bow- 
to-bow with Eve Online — a game which is 
now one of Iceland's major exports and 
supports a playerbase larger than that 
country's own population. 

NetDevil has astutely realised that the 

one point on which it can easily distance 
its games from that major competitor is 
accessibility. Eve, while commended by a 
good many other things, is renowned for 
being staggeringly difficult to get into and 
for being peopled by those who delight in 
ruthless, Machiavellian behaviour. It is, to 
a large extent, part of the attraction — a 
gameworld which is wholly free of those 
artificial imagination-cramping restraints 
that either rap players on the knuckles for 
misbehaviour or simply preclude it altogether. 
Jumpgate goes the more traditional route of 
drawing a firm line between PVP and PVE 


areas. Exactly how this will be implemented 
is still a matter of testing and balancing, 
including the specifics of what happens if 
you try and engage players in combat in 
non-PVP zones. However, what is already 
established is that PVP zones will allow for a 
number of gametypes, including capture the 
flag, and do not constitute a separate mode 
from the game at large. Instead, these zones 
are littered throughout the galaxy, such that 
players will either have risk going through 
them or plot a longer course round them. 
Underscoring its more user-friendly bent, 
Jumpgate also aims to capture the kind of 
dog-fighting spaceship combat familiar to 
shooters such as TIE Fighter. It's instant, 
intuitive action — potentially involving a huge 
number of players — and while it makes 
gameplay more twitch-based, levelling up 
not only adds the obvious benefits of extra 
damage to your sizzling volleys of projectiles 
but also helps them curve neatly towards 
targeted enemies. This lock-on system is a 
smart way of bringing together shooter and 
RPG elements, and is employed to clever 
effect to even the field between players of 


While Jumpgate doffs its hat to Newton, it wisely avoids 
the depiction of space as a dead void, using vast nebulae 
and meteorite showers to streak the domain with colour 


different levels; one lower-level raid we are 
shown sees players swooping in and around 
a heavily armed space station — but higher- 
level players will have their ability to 
automatically target its weak points disabled. 
As you'd expect, the game comes vac- 
packed with some sci-fi hokum about 
mysterious alien enemies, glowing portals 
and so forth, furnishing players with a 
number of well-realised factions from which 
to choose. Likewise, ship customisation is just 
as important a part of Jumpgate as avatar 
design in any other MMOG. Such things are 
a given in today's titles — and, assuming it 
doesn't err in these basic areas, the prospect 
of bringing lightning-fast spaceship combat 
to thousands of players simultaneously 
may well make it a rising star. 


mambo, but do we? 


here's little doubt that the monkey 

with the rictus grin makes an odd 

addition to Gearbox's portfolio of 
world war and sci-fi brutality, and our last 
encounter with him made us wonder if the 
developer really has the expertise to pull off 
a rhythm-action game. Pleasantly, the 
intervening months have been kind to 
Amigo, and suggest that Gearbox can do 
colourful exuberance almost as well as it 
does slow-motion Nazi dismemberment. 


A demo of Love Love mode saw our two lovebirds receive 
a 105 per cent compatibility rating, and judged that their 
relationship would last ten years. Oddly, it also suggested 
that their love would be defined by the keyword 'horror" 


™ ——À m 4 _ = X 
ego batir 
Jc 


Sock! Biff! Pow! Can Lego 
Batman knock our block off? 


n the past, Traveller's Tales has relied 
l on subverting big film licences with 

charmingly facile humour. Its new 
Batman game has no such cinematic crutch, 
amalgamating its vision of the Caped 
Crusader and Boy Wonder from the myriad 
campy incarnations that preceded the gritty 
reboot of the franchise. In doing so it adopts 
the Day-Glo villainy and camera angles of the 
TV series, which are perhaps a better fit with 
the tot-friendly jollity of the Lego brand than 
the Dark Knight's tortured vigilantism. 

Freed from following any particular 
narrative, its set-pieces are freed to serve 
game design rather than plot. Our recent 
hands-on, however, suggested that the game 
remains encumbered by inept camerawork 
and imprecise platforming — and just as 
reliant on infinite lives as an excuse. 

Lego’s cutesy appeal also covers for some 
obtuse puzzle design — during a rooftop 
chase Robin has to don a special suit 
permitting him to drive a miniature RV into a 
greenhouse. Among the flowers are two 
switches which, when flipped by the vehicle's 
tyres, raise explosive tanks. These must then 


Although our latest chance to don a 
sombrero and embarrass ourselves to the 
beat of the Macarena was limited to just four 
rather similar modes, it seems like the more 
fundamental issues with control have been 
mostly remedied. There's still some tuning 
required — currently, in order to guarantee 
gesture recognition, you can't simply shake 
the Remote like you would a maraca, but are 
required to flick it in a particular direction. 
However, the game now distinguishes with a 
high rate of success between over-arm and 
under-arm waggling. Though you can play 
with Nunchuk and Remote, it's better to play 
with two Remotes — giving you an even 
weight in each hand, and freeing you from 
the restrictions of the cabling. 

We hope for more variety when the full 
list of modes is revealed. Battle Mode sees 
competing players launch bombs at each 
other when they've chained enough 
successful beats, Hustle Mode introduces a 
few extra full-body gesticulations to the 
usual thrashing and Love Love is a co-op 
mode that matches performance to a 
compatibility rating between the two players. 


The characters' different abilities enforce co-operation: the 


Joker has a Taser which can jumpstart machinery, while 
companion Harley Quinn can double-jump over obstacles 


be blown up and the pieces built into the 
Batcopter. We shouldn't be demanding 
stringent logic, of course, but it risks 
stepping over the line between delightful 
nonsense and thoughtless construction. 
Along with power-up suits and Bat-craft, 
each character has unique abilities, and 
playing through a level as a different 
character can unlock a new route through it. 
As welcome as this is, the essential problems 
the Lego series has always had look unlikely 
to be addressed, regardless of who you play 
as — no doubt a fact which the Lego 
charisma will once again assuage. 
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Even with the promise of 40-odd songs to 
rattle your mitts to, and entertaining as this 
central activity may be, Gearbox will need to 
ensure that it occasionally shakes up 

the formula too. x 


Periodically, the game asks you to strike 
a pose, but the cable between Nunchuk 
and Remote prevents positions as 
extravagant as the those suggested 
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Various ‘tech suits’ give momentarily useful 
abilities — a magnetic suit allows Robin to 
walk up walls, while others allow Batman 


to fly for limited periods or plant bombs 


— Fallen Empire: Legions D 
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Hard target 


Two basic weapon loadouts, 
gunner and sniper, 
introduce the player to all 
the tools in the beta game. 
The former gives the player 
a choice between three 
weapons - chaingun, rocket 
launcher and grenade 
launcher - while the latter 
gives you a sniper rifle and 
a grenade launcher. Given 
that the jetpack makes it 
tricky to hit anyone directly 
with the slower projectiles, 
and the fact that the 
chaingun, at the time of 
writing, seems not to be 
effective at all, means that 
the only direct assault 
weapon is the sniper rifle. 
Even then, its power is 
tempered by a slow charge 
and a laser sight which is 
visible to all, making it easy 
for enemies to pinpoint a 
dawdling marksman. 


The jetpacks are back: GarageGames 
plans to spark tribal warfare in a browser 


arageGames wants to persuade you 

that browser games can aspire to 

more than MMO Java drudgery or 
Flash-based frippery. Its argument rests on 
the success of InstantAction, a web portal 
that makes relatively high-spec gaming 
accessible through the browser, for free 
[see E189]. The jewel in its crown is Fallen 
Empire: Legions. Currently in open beta, 
Legions is a fast paced, tightly balanced 
multiplayer affair that bears more than a 
slight resemblance to the team-based sci-fi 
franchise Tribes — a series on which 
GarageGames' founders worked. 
The merits of the game aside, the 
method of delivery is certainly slick, even if 
it is not quite as instant as the portal's name 
implies. Signing-up to the site prompts you 
to download a miniscule plug-in that enables 
DirectX to run within the browser window. 
The first time you go to play a game, there 
is another installation, though not the kind 
which has you fussing around with licence 
agreements, directories or menu shortcuts; a 
small loading graphic fills up in the browser 
window and it is done. As with Steam, what 
it installs and where are details with which 
the player need not concern themselves, but 
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Players choosing a loadout which specialises in rockets 
or grenades get the option to detonate the projectiles 
in mid-air — useful, given that players are tricky to hit 
directly and rarely spend much time on the ground 
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By keeping everything in the browser, InstantAction does 
away with the kind of intimidating installations that can 
often deter new users from accessing games on their PCs 
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On top of the two basic loadouts there are specialist weapon 
classes that give an ammo and power boost to the primary 
weapon, while reducing the usefulness of the secondary one 


InstantAction goes a step further by making 
it all part of a seamless browsing experience 

Legions should also work on most PCs 
bought since 2002 — and once you get over 
the phenomenon of it running in your 
browser window, you have to admit that it 
looks a little like a game from that period 
But even if Legions sacrifices visual standards 
for accessibility, and even if the content at 
this stage of beta is slim, the game at its core 
is sharply put together. The two huge open 
levels currently released lend themselves to 
capture-the-flag gametypes and surprisingly 
rapid play. The jetpack reduces travel time 
across these expanses, and the choice to 
make movement this fast, and potentially 
vertical, adds an unusual dynamic to combat; 
there's a slight delay on weapon fire, making 
leading shots all the more tricky to pull off, 
and, with a smaller prospect of landing a 
midair shot, battles often come down to jet- 
powered leap-frogging duels, each 


combatant trying to land a rocket or grenade 
at his opponent's feet when they touch 
down. As the duels wear on, more players 
join the fray, creating snowballing battles 
which can then suddenly disperse: the speed 
at which you can move means it's relatively 
easy for players to flee in moments. 

The openness of the terrain enforces 
few specific tactics, and although the 
peculiarities of motion and the balance 
of the weaponry create eddies and flows, 
there is a risk that the game may feel a 
little shallow. There is also the possibility 
that a team shooter's potential market is 
already absorbed by other boxed titles — 
ones with higher poly counts and more 
elaborate lighting. But then few of those 
games can be played in the office with 
quite the same furtive ease as Legions — 
and, if Scrabulous has taught us anything, 
it would unwise to underestimate the 
audience for that. x 


Gauntlet 


Red Warrior needs food badly. Red Warrior 
shot the food. Red Warrior is about to die 


™ fter the aptly subtitled Seven 
Sorrows left the Gauntlet brand 
whimpering on the naughty step, 
you'd think that few would be eager to 
attempt yet another update to the classic 
fantasy hack-and-slash. Backbone 
Entertainment, however, seems to be 
developing a specialty in dusting off old 
titles and, with its remakes of 1942 and 
Commando still cooling on the shelf, the 
Canadian studio has picked up the gauntlet 
to, well, pick up Gauntlet. 

Like the recent Commando 3, but unlike 
1942 [see E190], Backbone seems to have 
understood what made the original arcade 
game a joy, preserving the top-down 
viewpoint and frantic battles against hordes 
of enemies. The core of the game is as it ever 
was — working out how to systematically 
approach and destroy each spawn point 
without being overwhelmed by enemies — 
and Backbones level design does much 
to promote this while throwing in an 
exploration element and the occasional 
sub-Zelda block puzzle along the way. 

While determining the threat priority 


FORMAT: DS 

PUBLISHER: EIDOS 

DEVELOPER: BACKBONE ENTERTAINMENT 
ORIGIN: CANADA 

RELEASE: 2008 


While the new Gauntlet has been balanced gag 
to ensure that it can be completed in 

singleplayer, it inevitably leaves room for 
multiplayer — though we imagine some of 


Ditching the strict geometric structure of the original for a 
more organic world leads to more elaborate environments 


of spawns remains the challenge throughout, 
it never feels stagnant. The game introduces 
new settings and enemies that tweak the 
dynamic — imps which make you dizzy just as 
you attempt to navigate a lethal spike pit, or 
zombies which will return to life until you 
destroy an obelisk and then subject their 
shambling legions to therapeutic oblivion. 
There are currently issues: collision is 
imprecise and the level geography sometimes 
sticky and difficult to interpret from above. 


the levels could become a little cramped 


Even with such flaws, Backbone looks set to 
produce that rare thing — a reinvention of 

a classic that both faithfully recreates its 

core gameplay and advances in step 

with expectations. x 


Dragon Quest IV: Chapters Of The Chosen 


Like your dad at a wedding, can this old 
timer prove it knows what the kids like? 


egarded by many as the finest 8bit 
Japanese RPG, Dragon Quest IV has 

; always fought against circumstance 
to find a western audience. Released in the 
US in 1992, two years after its Japanese 
debut, it was unfairly overshadowed by the 
first Super Nintendo RPGs while the company 
porting the game for a PlayStation remake 
dissolved before its work on a translated 


version was finished. This forthcoming DS 
reimagining aims to bring Yuji Nori's classic 
to a much wider English-speaking audience, 
while also breaking some ground ahead of 
Dragon Quest IX's titanic arrival. 

Dragon Quest IV's story enjoys an 
unusually sophisticated structure. Broken into 
six distinct chapters (a new one added for 
this remake), each is played with a different 


The game sold over a million copies in 
Japan within three weeks of release. 
Unusually, the Japanese ROM was 
found to contain hidden and near- 
complete English, Spanish, French, 
German and Italian translations 


character, with the final two chapters 
drawing together all of the narrative threads 
into a tidy knot. The early chapters introduce 
and flesh out the back-stories of each of the 
companions who will make up the lead 
protagonist's squad, a warrior who doesn't 
make an appearance until much later into 
the game. It's an interesting premise and one 
that's filled by a rich and colourful cast of 
characters who sport a broad range of 
dialects and (written) accents. 

In addition to the traditional Dragon 
Quest characteristics, the update promises 
a raft of new features including a range 
of minigames accessed via a casino and 
many subtle tweaks to smooth over the 
form and function of the aged original. 
That said, genre staples of the time remain 
intact with a high rate of random battles 
and a tough difficulty level that requires 
focused grinding. The Dragon Quest series, 
finally securing releases in Europe, has been 
steadily winning converts with its more 
lighthearted and colourful approach to 
the Final Fantasy series, a trend that 
looks likely to continue. 
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Fans of Dragon Quest VIII may recognise 


Ragnar, Healie, and Taloon, who had 
cameos in the PS2 game's Monster Arena 
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"wy; hat could you make out of a 20 pence piece and a rubber 

A Í band? Both items are lying on a coffee table inside Media 

S Molecule’s offices when we stop by a few days prior to E3. 
Presumably left by a developer searching their pockets for a bus ticket 
or scrounging about for a pen, in this setting, things like this can 
quickly assume a deeper significance. Here is an unspoken design 
challenge: take these, and turn them into something fun. 

It's this inquisitive playfulness that lies at the heart of Media 
Molecule. The company has yet to finish a single game, but following 
a stellar unveiling at GDC 2007 its first title has seduced almost 
everyone who's seen it. Part platformer, part oddball level-editor, 
LittleBigPlanet is brimming with friendly, approachable fun. But things 
are getting serious: the game is locked in for an October release, and 
ever since that first public demonstration, it's had a lot of weight on its 
cardboard shoulders. Many see this near-indescribable toy as nothing 
less than the key to broadening the appeal of PlayStation 3. 

It all started with friends messing around in the park. In 2005, 
Mark Healey and a few of his Lionhead co-workers made a kung-fu 
home movie. The movie became a game, and the game - Rag Doll 
Kung-Fu — became a download hit. It was this experience that gave 
the founders of Media Molecule the confidence to leave Lionhead and 
form their own company in January 2006. "It was a crash course," 
admits Healey, who's now Media Molecule’s creative director. Kareem 
Ettouney, the company’s art director, is rather more upbeat: "It was 
empowering. It seeded the idea that you could do things differently." 

Two years later, PlayStation 3's most important title is being built 
by a team of just 27 in a small office above a bathroom store. (Media 
Molecule is planning on moving, but that's probably because the 
building's scheduled to be torn down.) It's snug rather than dingy, 
however, and filled with the start-up's playful touches. Along with the 
20 pence piece, visitors are greeted by fairy lights spelling out the 
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word ‘hello’, while a quick tour of the office reveals a ‘person 
in charge of smoothies’ alongside more traditional coders, 
level designers and a man who's been shut in a room and 
can't come out again "until he's made the game run fast" (he 
looks fairly happy in there, though). As expected, there are 
eclectic props everywhere: homemade dolls, cartoons and 
other tributes to the hand-stitched or doodled. Everything 
celebrates impromptu ingenuity and lo-fi craftsmanship; the 
business cards here are probably made out of quilt. 


But enough of the tour - we've come to see how the 
game's progressing. The basic idea of LBP should be familiar 
by now: playing as a sackboy, you use Popit, a mix of menu 
system and mouseless mouse pointer, to create various 
physical objects and build 2.5D playgrounds, which can then 


instruments and change the audible radius of 
the music. You can even place multiple boxes 
within the same level. 

The music box is a good example of what 
makes LBP so simple: every gameplay feature is 
also a physical object. If you want a respawn 
point, pull a door from Popit and stick it to the 
wall: the game will automatically understand 
what it's meant to do. If you want sound effects 
as well as music, pull out a speaker and slap it 
on some rocks before selecting the noise you 
want it to make. And, incredibly, if you want 
to create scripted events to occur at certain 
moments, Healey and his team have worked 
out how to make that object-based too. 


had to use the same tools to create the levels that players 
would. He never caved in, and it made the tools more powerful" 


be uploaded in the name of worldwide time-wasting. Today, 
Media Molecule is showing us a glimpse of some of the more 
advanced options — options that take what had the potential 
to be a knockabout assault-course generator and turn it into a 
tool for making almost any kind of game you can think of. 

"To make a good modelling tool is easy," argues Ettouney. 
"To make it friendly and empowering is hardcore." Yet that's 
just what the team has managed to do. Take speech. If you're 
making a level and you want to put in a hint box or create a 
talking NPC, you just open Popit, select a mouth, stick it to 
wherever it's needed, and type in the text. "It's everything you 
need for a do-it-yourself cutscene," says Healey. With just that 
single object, in five seconds you can offer instructions, crack 
jokes or begin to tell stories 

How about setting the scene? Select which of the available 
backdrops you want, from dew-spattered garden to sun- 
scorched desert, then use the sliders within Popit to change 
the time of day, increase fog, alter brightness and even 
colour-correct. Adding a soundtrack is even simpler: just 
stick a ‘music box’ object to the environment. Once it's in 
place, you can select the song, adjust volumes for individual 


Scripting is the most daunting aspect of 
most level editors, and the one point at which 
LBP seems doomed to lose a little of its easy 
class. If this were a conventional game, this 
could be the boss encounter that everyone 
gets stuck on and makes some give up. But it's 
not, and Popit contains simple tools that let 


As you might expect, LittleBigPlanet will be the first 
destination for those who've always wanted their own 
home-made pirate galleon, although those sails don't look 
too useful. Objects of this complexity can be put together 
in about half an hour or so, but getting them to look as 
good as this will probably take a lot longer. A rowing 

boat will be more appropriate for your early attempts 


you easily trigger enemy attacks on cue, 
create locked-door puzzles and even control 
NPC behaviour. 

The tools in question are switches, which 
players can drop in to the game and then 
physically wire to objects. At their very simplest 
level, a switch can be connected to a motor; 
once it's flipped, the motor will turn and raise a 
nearby door. Voila, you've made a basic Zelda 
puzzle in less than 15 seconds. 

But with the range of switches available, 
variety emerges. There are motion-sensitive 
switches which act a lot like conventional 
scripted triggers. Pass a certain point in the 
level, and a new enemy will drop down from 
the ceiling, or platforms will start to move, 
and a mechanical assault course will fire up — 
all of the movement wired in to the switch via 
simple pistons and cogs. Then there's the sticker 
switch, which is a variation on lock-and-key — 
it's slapped on to surfaces and is only flipped 
once a pre-selected sticker is placed on it. Or 
how about magnetic switches, split between 
two objects and activated when the pieces 
are brought together: in a single move, the 
colour-coded keys and gateways of Gauntlet 
and a hundred other RPGs are suddenly 
brought within reach. 


The game's Create mode plus online co-op looks like it could 
lead to the end of some beautiful friendships, as Popit kite 
strings get tangled and everybody wants to take the credit 
for making the cardboard Batmobile that fires butterflies 


These are just some of a handful of different switches, 


and the complexity that can emerge when all these pieces 
are in play with the rest of the game is staggering. Healey 
shows us an example level: a meerkat is blocking a door and 
won't open it until you've located her missing baby. The 
mother is actually a collection of boxes, with a proximity 
switch that works pistons making her come to life as you 

walk up. When you find the baby and bring it back, the 
magnetic key attached in parts to both meerkats triggers 

a set of pulleys which move the mother into a standing 
position, yanking open a door that's attached to her feet. 

It's a fully scripted sequence with a challenge, a reward 

and a prod on towards the next part of the level, and the 
coding is entirely mechanical: switches, levers and wax lips, 
with not a C++ command to be seen. 

And that's about as complex as it gets. Every time the 
team has faced a potentially difficult problem, it appears 
to have found the most elegant and visual way of explaining 
things. To show players how many more objects they can 
place in a level, there's a thermometer on the left-hand side 
of the screen that slowly fills up as the space gets more 
crowded. And to chain separate levels together to form a 
game's different stages, the team has come up with a simple 
key system: for each level you build, you'll get a different 
key added to your inventory. Simply add the key for your 
ice level at the end of your fire level, and you'll warp from 
one to the other — although why stay shackled to old- 
fashioned fire and ice when you could have corduroy or 
sandpaper levels instead? 

From these relatively simple components the team has 
already made RPGs, complex platformers with numerous 
stages and hub worlds, and puzzle games like Tetris. It's 
even made a version of OutRun, which simulates the changing 
road ahead by moving about a set of painted strips of wood 
on hinges. If you know what you want to do, and you can 
think of a way to make it work mechanically, it's probably 
possible. And Popit's the perfect tool for the job: a branching 
menu that manages to organise a dizzying variety of in-game 
objects and tools so that you're rarely more than three seconds 
away from what you want. 

Media Molecule is hoping that the game's pre-made 
levels will play the part of tutor when it comes to the more 
complicated tools. In this way, LBP is a puzzle game: much 
of the fun is reverse-engineering what the designers have 
done. "In making the levels, Mark had one rule: we can't 
cheat," explains Ettouney. "We had to use the same tools 
to create the levels that players would." In other words, 
look carefully enough at something the team has built, 
and you'll soon know how to do it yourself — and from 
wooden cars with working engines to a giant Doctor Martens 
boot that descends on chains, the team has built just about 
everything. "We kept saying: ‘Can we cheat just this once?'" 
continues Ettouney. "Mark never caved in. It eventually led 
to the tools becoming a lot more powerful." 
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urns the game into a real frenzy, 
players switching from help to hindrance 
on a whim, and the often brutally accurate 
physics sending you to your ill-timed fate 


It’s hard to think of a game with a simpler, yet more 
ambitious, remit. Because of that, a question has always 
remained: will this kind of freedom prove paralysingly 
intimidating when the player sits down in front of their TV? 

"To me this is far less intimidating than MySpace," 
says Healey, and adds that extensive playtesting has yet to 
see anyone freeze with panic. “You don't need to be a 
decorator to make your room look nice," adds Ettouney. 

"This is the same kind of thing. We've given it a hand- 
made look to celebrate imperfection. We hope people will 
feel comfortable." 

LBP is broken into three discrete modes: Play, Create and 
Share. Initially, you'll have to unlock Create by playing through 
the first few pre-made levels of Play (there are 50 in total). 
Sackboy and Popit are the lynchpins that tie everything 
together, both modes using them as the means of interaction, 
with Create allowing him to switch between flying about the 
level to place items and dropping back down to the ground to 
test them. (Share handles precisely what you'd expect.) 

Hands-on, Create is not a million miles away from a simple 
art package. We start by selecting a material and brush shape 
from Popit, and are soon drawing a thick swathe of shiny 
metal plating on to the environment. Using the right stick, we 
alter the size of the brush as we go, and then break this into 
chunks with judicious stabs of the eraser. When we switch to 
test mode, our strange metal landscape falls to the floor, 
rocked back and forth by the physics engine, before coming to 
rest (you can use 'dark matter' to glue blocks in the air, but 
the designers rarely do). We're left with a pile of chunky 
rubble, but within seconds we're tugging it about to form a 
promising assault course, and Healey is already showing us 
how to build working motors from a few metal blocks and a 
cog, while technical director Alex Evans stops by to offer 
instruction on the serious business of adding belch effects to 
stone lumps to make granite whoopee cushions. Even without 
this top-quality help, we're quickly finding things we want to 
do, just by pulling objects from Popit and trying them out. 

The results are hardly Yoshi's Island, but within five minutes 
we've turned a blank canvas into a playground we could 
happily mess about in for hours, tweaking platforms and 
playing with the physics properties of different materials. And 
we've done it all without thinking — the design emerging from 
the ease with which we moved between building and testing. 


The emphasis throughout is on enjoyment 
rather than speed. "We've put the priority on 
making the game fun to use," says Evans. 
"People think you'll be able to make a 
Miyamoto-style level in five minutes. Not quite. 
You can make a Miyamoto level, but it will 
probably take all weekend. Our effort has been 
to make sure that weekend's fun." 

It's reassuring to see how friendly Create is, 
but the real surprise turns out to be Play's pre- 
made stages. It's easy to assume that the levels 
that ship with the game will be little more than 
tutorials - what we discovered, however, playing 
through an Indian-themed stage with Healey, 
was that even if this wasn't a genre-shifting 
creative tool, it would still be a devastatingly 
effective 2D platformer out of the box. 

While the aesthetic is unmistakably its own, 
the mixture of precision jumping, simple physics 
and the intricate clutters of moving platforms is 
strongly evocative of 16bit gaming. There's 
ingenuity and humour on display everywhere, 
with risky secret routes to be uncovered, jumble- 
sale landslides to trigger and an entire sequence 
that plays out on the back of a mechanical 
elephant which advances across a bed of flames. 
Everywhere, the handicraft style combines with 
the chunky mechanics to create platforming that 
feels fresh yet traditional. With fairly low 
expectations for this aspect of the game, it's a 
revelation to come away with the sense that 
we've just played through some of the purest 2D 
design we've seen since Super Mario World. 
Working above a bathroom store clearly does 
wonders for your creative motivation. 


It was at 2007's GDC that Healey realised 
just how important his fledgling company's 
game was to Sony's plans: "Up until then there'd 
just been less than ten people making a game 
that was a weird concept. When we turned up 
and saw this room with 5,000 seats it was: 'Oh 
my God!'" When we ask how the team feels 
about the perception that the wider fate of PS3 
is somehow tied to LBP, he just smiles. "| don't 
think that's really true," says Ettouney. "We're a 


very good example of what PlayStation is 
capable of doing, but we picked one battle and 
others pick their own, taking narrative or combat 
and pursuing them.” 

And is the weight of all that expectation 
shaping Media Molecule at a time when it's 
still trying to form its own identity? "I don't 
think it could even if we wanted it to. Because 
of the people in this company, it just hasn't 
sunk in," laughs Ettouney. "Many of us here 
haven't even comprehended the fact that there's 
someone in Japan working on the product. 
There's something naive about us: we live in that 
bubble of being fixated on what we're doing. | 
paint, and if you think about the perception of a 
piece while you're doing it, it's not going to be a 
good piece.” 

The arrival of scones and strawberries for tea 
sends everyone into an excited flutter. The team 


And are they afraid of being defined by LBP? "I think it's 
sort of the plan for it to define the company," says Healey. 
"We've got ‘Creative Gaming’ as the company motto, and 
I've always been into games that involved user creativity. The 
first thing | worked on was C64 educational software to help 
kids to paint." Ettouney agrees: "It's not a suffocating genre, 
and hopefully within that there5 lots of room." 

As for the future, Sackboy will probably take up many 
months ahead, even after the master disk is shipped. 
"Hopefully a community will form. We're committed to 
supporting that. We've got dedicated time planned for it. 
When the games released, that's just the beginning." Healey 
laughs: "The game hasn't even been released yet — it might 
be crap. Never been one to believe in hype, myself." 

But Media Molecule doesn't seem to think it's crap. In 
among the obvious pride, there's also a weird twist of the 
lottery winner's confusion visible at times, as if the team are 
slightly surprised by what they've created. As well they might 
be: although it's drawn in a modest childhood manner, this is 


supporting that. We've got dedicated time planned for 
it. When the game's released, that's just the beginning" 


certainly seems like it's remained down to earth 
amid the hype, and there are no Hummers in 
the car park yet. (Actually, we didn't see a car 
park - they must use the NCP down the road.) 
And if the game isn't changing how the 
company sees itself, it's not changing how it 
works, either: Media Molecule is determined to 
stay small and do things its own way. "One of 
the most challenging things in big teams is using 
the skill of people," explains Ettouney. "They 
get pigeonholed into doing something very 
specialised. You get people with titles like 'hair 
artist'. We wanted cross-discipline stuff, an 
integrated meritocracy, where the best idea 
wins and you end up with the role that suits you. 
We've had artists who now head level design. 
Most of our stresses come from genuine creative 
hurdles rather than politics and monkey 
business. But we still have to deliver: we're living 
in the real world and can't just be an R&D 
company of coolness." 


a game that could actually outshine Spore when it comes to 
ambitions. Will Wright's opus may be about science, but this 
is a full-blown physics playground where you can design 
motors and even construct, as one team member has done, 
a rudimentary mechanical computer. 

But that makes things sound dry and worthy, and from 
what we've already played LBP has the potential to be fun 
at its most entertainingly idiotic. Full of endless goals and 
effortless creativity, this could be that special game that 
finally demonstrates that control and freedom don't always 
have to be at odds. 

It's a dangerous, unpredictable and ambitious experiment, 
then, but Media Molecule seems to have an answer for almost 
everything. The only time Healey and his team seem genuinely 
stümped is when we ask them how they're labelling this type 
of game genre internally. "We've struggled with describing 
the game," admits Healey finally. "Different people do it their 
own way. For me, it's a creative tool. Other people say it's a 
game that you play and learn to make stuff." He frowns and 
leans forward, and then, in four words, unintentionally 
sums everything up: "What do you think?" 


The range of avatar 
customisation options is 
literally endless, when you 
take the PlayStation Eye's 
ability to make new textures 
into account — the only task 
more ambitious than making 
a game like LBP is policing 

it once it's been released 


(Third) party time? 


Media Molecule is clear about the benefits of 
small teams working on a single platform, but 
that doesn't automatically mean the company 
will be signing on as firstparty any time soon. 
"Obviously this game is exclusive, but we're 
not signed up to Sony for the rest of our lives," 
says Healey. "But we have enjoyed working 
with them a lot so far, so we hope to continue 
the relationship." He also adds that Sony 
provided a lot of help for the team when it 
was setting up the company in the first place, 
and given the prominent position its first game 
holds in the PlayStation 3 line-up, it's not 
impossible to see it with unofficial secondparty 
status, in the same manner as Insomniac. 
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e created a new medium. None 

of the other consoles were really 

thinking about online at the 
time. That was our focus - we were like 
a crazy bull running around a china 
shop." It's a little after nine on a hot 
Monday morning, a week before E3, 
and we're sitting on the worn leather 
sofa of one of the men who built Xbox 
Live. Scott Henson, now director 
of Microsoft's Advanced Technology 
Group, has spent the previous evening 
at home digging out artefacts from 
Xbox's past — a disc of Re-Volt, the first 
game that ever ran on Live; a bottle 
of Champagne specially labelled to 
celebrate Live's release on November 
15, 2002; its original headset, a 
construction of such complexity that 
almost no one could initially figure out 
how it was meant to be worn. 

It already seems a long time ago. It 

was a time before MySpace; blogs were 


WE VISIT REDMOND TO ASK MICROSOFT'S ELITES 
WHY THEY'RE PINNING XBOX 360’S FUTURE ON LIVE 


around but hardly widespread, and the 
concept of social software was formative 
but was far from occupying the popular 
imagination as it does today. Most 
importantly, broadband was only just on 
the cusp of becoming common. In other 
words, when it was being conceived in 
2001, voice chat, friends lists and all, Live 


continues to far surpass all that its 
competitors have mustered in its wake. 
And since then, broadband uptake has 
spread widely all over North America 
and western Europe, faster than many 
forecasts supposed, and slowly the 
memberships of Live followed suit. 
The latest total of Live accounts, which 


SINCE NOVEMBER 2002, XBOX 
LIVE HAS DEFINED HOW GAME 
CONSOLES WOULD WORK ONLINE 


was a risk, but one that Microsoft 

had initiated the day it decided to 

ship Xboxes with an Ethernet port as 
standard. "Broadband was a big leap of 
faith, a monster bet," Henson says with 
the benefit of hindsight. After all, since 
November 2002 Live has defined how 
game consoles would work online, and 


includes both free Silver members as well 
as paying Gold subs, is well over 12 
million. The bet, eventually, paid off. 
With that surely in mind, Microsoft 
is making a new one. We've come to 
Xbox's headquarters in Seattle because 
Microsoft is ready to show us how it's 
looking to Live to take Xbox to a new 


Signed In: Xbox LIVE 


The new dashboard has few nested menus, a 

feature inspired by research from design agency 
Ideo, which found that menus with deeply 
nested options cause anxiety among users 


level. It wants us to meet almost 
everyone that runs the Xbox business to 
understand the changes it will reveal at 
E3, changes that it hopes will transform 
Xbox 360 from principally a gamer's 
machine to an entertainment box for all. 

Henson's office is among the warrens 
of one-person cuboids in Millennium 
Campus, one of Microsoft's many 
complexes scattered around Redmond, a 
suburb of Seattle. Lacking a desk, lit by 
kitschy lamps and arranged around a 
small TV stand, it's quite unlike any office 
you've ever seen. In fact, it's more like a 
living room. He pulls out a copy of 
Toejam And Earl Ill which, with MX 
Superfly, has the honour of being one of 
the first games to feature in-game 
downloads of additional content. He tells 
us about his favourite magazine cover of 
all time (take a look at E105) and reflects 
back at the size of the team - just ten in 
the earliest days — that established the 
service. Now, Xbox Live has swollen to 
require a staff of some 400 people. 

But with the core gamer market in 


Top: Jerry Johnson, head of the software 
coding teams that are creating Xbox 360's 
new interface. Above: Marc Whitten, 

the general manager of Xbox Live 
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The new dashboard will allow users to copy games from DVD to Xbox 360's HD, which Johnson says will 
take six to eight minutes. It will decrease load times and disc noise but requires the DVD to be inserted 
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the US pretty much wrapped up and PS3 
snapping at Xbox 360's heels in every 
territory, Microsoft needs to extend its 
console's reach. And it's looking to 
Europe to do that. Later, when we meet 
John Schappert, vice president of Live, 
software and services, he calls Europe the 
Xbox's new 'battleground' for good 
reason: 360 sales there have long trailed 
those in the US, despite Europe's larger 
population. With the PlayStation brand 
retaining strong cachet, Xbox 360 
routinely sells the fewest consoles each 
week in France, Germany, Spain and Italy, 
even if it has a much stronger presence in 
the UK. And Live, the main differentiator 
between Xbox 360 and PS3, will be the 
way to do it. "The gameplay style in 
Europe is more casual, more collaborative 
and social," Henson says. "They're a key 
part of us getting the next 20 million on 
the service. We're asking how we 
become something that's relevant to 
everyone. | think Europe is the North 
Star, the sign that says 'here's what it 
looks like to broaden the service to 


Zone 


party anyone? 


ay 


PRIMETIM 


WHY THE ENTERTAINMENT REV 


ometimes revolutions are subtle 
S affairs, easy to either initially miss or 

misunderstand. It's possible that Xbox 
360's Primetime channel will be one of them. 
Perhaps it's because the concept behind it is so 
simple that it's if it's always existed: massively 
multiplayer quiz games, played over Live at 
specifically scheduled times during the day, with a 
live host and the chance to win prizes. The first 
game is 1 vs 100, a relatively new gameshow 
that's already shown all over the world. 

It's an obvious part of Microsoft's push to 
broaden the 360's appeal, but its ramifications 
look set to extend further than the fortunes of 
that one box. "We needed to redefine interactive 
entertainment," says Manuel Bronstein, who 
runs the Primetime development team. "It 
sounds like a cliché, but right now interactive 
entertainment means games like Halo or arcade 
stuff. So how do we get more people around the 
house excited about it?" 

The idea is that specialised sessions will be 
held at set times in the day — 7pm, for instance, 
might be a gameshow with a broad selection of 
questions on entertainment that will attract a 
primetime audience. Later in the evening, 
perhaps more focused shows will be aired, on 
Halo or arcade games; Primetime's programmatic 
nature means that shows can be precisely 
targeted towards certain audiences, with 
Microsoft instantly aware of how successful 
each show is through usage statistics. Each 
country will have its own shows, host and 
supplies of fresh questions. "If you're bringing a 
lot of people together at the same time, we can 
address them with a live host and interact with 
them in a way that feels realtime and live," 
explains Bronstein, before adding that questions 
can be made to fit the day's headlines, or games 
made to fit national events. 

The concept is perhaps familiar because 
Primetime is, at heart, a perfect meeting of 
passive TV and interactive entertainment. "We 
thought there was an opportunity to start 
blurring the lines between media and games, and 


Primetime 


Modelled on TV interactive programme guides, the Primetime 
channel will display details of upcoming shows and provide 
tools for players to set reminders and invite friends along 


JLL 


TINN 


For the longer version of 1 Vs 100, players taking the one’s role will be preselected according to a system the team has created 
that takes previous performance into account. Each will be screened with the host to provide fodder for banter during the show 


leverage the content that people already know 
about,” explains Bronstein. “So, game shows 
already have game design, so how can we bring 
that to the game console?” It's a project that 
Endemol, in particular, embarked upon when 
it began offering chances for viewers to use 
phone, texts and internet to get involved in its 
programmes, and Relentless and Nintendo when 
they began to make games that came alive 
played with friends and families in the living 
room. That Endemol is the first TV production 
company to jump into this new field is of little 
surprise. “They heard the pitch that 12 million 
people are connected and that they can interact 
with your content, and they said that this is 
going to be the future of game shows,” says 
Bronstein. The team has also had pitches from 
other production companies, all of which see this 
as an ideal way of extending current content or 
creating new. The ultimate vision is of a dynamic 
landscape of shows tailored to the many tribes 
Microsoft hopes will eventually populate Live. 
But why Microsoft, and not Sony or 
Nintendo? The answer is Xbox Live, with its 
critical density of 12 million members. “We've 
got a network of people and we've got the ability 
to bring the magic of online distribution, " 
explains Live head Marc Whitten. PSN might 
have ten million members, but it lacks Live's 
proven social infrastructure of cross-game invites, 
its new party system and its deep integration 
with its host console. After all, Primetime is one 
of the new dashboard's channels, and another 
reason, Microsoft hopes, for its owners to switch 
on each day, if only to see what's going on the 
schedule. The channel itself will indicate friends 
that are playing, the prizes available, and allow 


players to send friend invites and set reminders, 
an action that will automatically pre-download 
any assets required — session-specific graphics 
for the set, the questions and so on. Up to four 
players can play on a single 360, using either 
Scene It's button pad or a standard pad. 

For those that don't know it, 7 vs 100 sets 
one player against a mob, all answering a 
succession of questions. Players answering 
incorrectly are knocked out; the one must knock 
out the entire mob to win, and those remaining 
in the mob when the one is knocked out get a 
split of the pot. The Primetime version will have 
two modes. 24/7 play consists of quick-fire 15- 
minute sessions with the one against every player 
on Live — when the one is knocked out they're 
replaced. Live play is more faithful to the format, 
an hour or more session that will always feature a 
host. As ones are knocked out, crowd players are 
promoted to top up the mob. 

Microsoft isn't talking yet about the prizes on 
offer, though Bronstein says that surveys have 
indicated a preference towards many small ones 
rather than a few large ones. It seems likely that 
avatar clothing will be common. Whether it will 
be free to gold Live subscribers or paid for on 
demand is also still being considered (though it's 
likely Microsoft will make money from sponsored 
sets and themed sessions), and the frequency is 
yet to be set — Bronstein expects it to be a few 
times a week at first, ramping up as popularity 
increases in the four territories it's being launched 
in: North America, UK, France and Germany. 

But the potential is clear to see. The basic 
format can stretch to Halo tournaments, video 
screenings or fantasy sport leagues. This could be 
a new frontier for videogames. 
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Q&A: DON 


K 


nce a programmer and designer of 
K games including Test Drive, Don 

Mattrick is now senior VP of Microsoft's 
interactive entertainment business, which covers 
360, Games For Windows and Zune. He's been in 
the position since July 2007, but this year's E3 
was his debut as a spokesman for 360. Before 
that, he ran Electronic Arts’ worldwide studios, 
managing the likes of John Schappert, who until 
recently headed EA Canada. During our visit to 
Xbox's headquarters Mattrick was actually at 
home in Canada, but we sat at his terrifyingly 
tidy desk for a video conference call with him 
to talk about the business he’s inherited. 


Many of the changes you're making to 360 
are related to Live. Is it a risk to rely on 
online to broaden its appeal? 

| don't think it's a risk. | think the world is moving 
in that direction, consumers have validated our 
service and that ability to participate, collaborate, 
compete, get access to the whole range of digital 
assets — that is the future. And we're leading that 
charge, and we have the ability to change how 
people entertain themselves more than any other 
product in the market. That's a huge opportunity, 
and that's what we intend to do. 


OK, Xbox is leading and defining many 
aspects of core gaming, but don't you think 
that Xbox should also be defining broader 
markets too? 


Yeah, and we are, and we will be. To create great 


experiences takes time, and E3 is a point in time. 
You've seen some of the things we have in 
development, but not all of them. 


What would you say is the big challenge 
currently ahead of you? 

| don't see a big challenge, | honestly see a 
continuation of the programme we've put in 


place. We want to continue to build more unique 


experiences and you can apply that comment to 
any segment of the business, and I'm really 


pleased with the support and enthusiasm that we 


have from our current consumers and thirdparty 


partners — they're key constituents and they seem 


very happy and healthy. 


Will your business in Japan be changing? 
Here's what we've achieved in Japan: we've 
started, and as a US-based company we always 
knew that Japan was going to be a challenge for 
us to enter into. We've built relationships with 
key thirdparty partners — we think they see our 


“A RECENT STUDY SHOWED THAT 
18-26-YEAR-OLDS ARE SPENDING 
75 HOURS A WEEK WITH OUR BOX" 


Lips, You're In The Movies and Scene It? Box 
Office Smash are also aimed at expanding 
Xbox's reach but they're game types that 
have already shown considerable success on 
other formats. Does this show you're not 
taking too many risks on the software side? 
When you say not taking too many risks, | think 
there's kind of a natural evolution of packaged 
goods, products and experiences coming to the 
market — this coming year we estimate there 

will be about 150 titles on Xbox 360, and the 
majority will be E-rated. And if you're into 
M-rated content there will be some spectacular 
games. | think that breadth of titles naturally 
expands an audience, and | also think that 
we're all finding our own sense of identity inside 
the market. We're leading in terms of hours 
played — a recent study showed that 18-26-year- 
olds are roughly spending 75 hours a week with 
our box, which is pretty amazing. That audience 
tends to be the leader, it tends to influence 
younger siblings in a household in terms of 
what's cool and what's hot in the consumer 
electronics space. 


business as strategic for their future and long- 
term growth. I'm pleased with the support and 
great games that are coming from Japan that 
we sell not only in Japan but also in North 
America and Europe, and that's a big milestone 
for what we can achieve with this version of 360. 
| can see that the longer we stay committed 
there, the more time we spend building those 
relationships, the more awareness we get from 
consumers, the more our share will increase — 
you have to stay committed, and we are. 


What would you consider as Xbox's biggest 
weaknesses today? 

When you look at our weaknesses | think you 
have to remember that we're nine years into our 
journey and our competitors have had 25-30 
years of building their businesses. | think we're 
leading and | think we're tackling some pretty 
important areas of entertainment and integration 
that no one else has been able to do. That's the 
programme that we're on. We'd love to have 
more exclusive hits on our box, absolutely. Are 
we investing in that? Yes we are. Does that 


take a lot of time? Yes it does. Now we're 
expanding our experience to appeal to younger 
children and older consumers and broaden our 
gender balance. It takes time to do that — we're 
working on those beats but you can only do so 
much in a year. 


What have you taken from the hardware 
problems Xbox 360 has faced? 

Well, | think we built a pretty amazing box. It 
was unfortunate that we had some hardware 
challenges but | totally applaud the way the 
company dealt with that in being up-front and 
implementing the warranty. It's unfortunate when 
anything you create fails, but consumers have 
appreciated the fact we've said: 'This is a mistake, 
and this is how we're going to fix it'. People 
continue to use and evangelise about the product 
even when faced with this challenge, and | think 
our team's done an amazing job with fixing it. 


How do long do you feel that Xbox 360 will 
be kept in the marketplace? 

We're seeing record levels of industry growth and 
success for our business and our industry, so 
think that bodes really well for what we're going 
to be able to achieve in future years. | think the 
ability to have a longer cycle to continue to drive 
value and innovate — there's a lot of potential in 
the 360 that hasn't been realised, and that bodes 
for a pretty good run in the market, and a lot of 
capabilities our box has that consumers are just 
getting used to. What we've achieved we're 
pleased with, but there's a lot of runway ahead. 


w Viva Piñata 


Tell a Friend 


everyone'." On this most carefully 
orchestrated of visits, where every 
meeting runs exactly to time and every 
attendee is perfectly prepared and on- 
message, Henson, warmly genial though 
he is, is performing a routine that 
establishes Live as the foundation stone 
upon which Xbox 360's fortunes will rest. 


Fast forward to Microsoft's press 
conference the following Monday 
morning at E3, and Schappert's on the 
stage presenting Xbox 360's new 
dashboard, which will be released in 
the autumn. For the crowd it's an 
expected move - the absence of the 
traditional spring update hasn't gone 
unnoticed - but the style is quite a 
departure from the jellybean-hued 
blades of the current system. But, when 
we see it in the office of Marc Whitten, 
the head of Xbox Live, it makes complete 
sense. Compared to PS3's pristine XMB, 
an interface inherited from Sony's PSX 
DVR-and-PS2 combination (see E133) 
and seen on high-end Wega TVs, the 
blades strongly betray their gaming 


Top: Jeff Faulkner, the new dashboard's interface 
designer. Above: Chris Esaki, who runs the Xbox's design 
teams and worked on the original 360 blades interface 
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roots. In place of the XMB's stark high- 
fidelity flicks are the blades' dramatic 
swooshes. Rather than the XMB's simple 
and balanced presentation of all PS3 
does - music, video, games, online — 

the blades obscure Xbox 360's functions. 
In experienced hands the blades are 
efficient, but Microsoft has identified 
them as inhibiting Xbox 360's appeal 
among non-gamers. And Marketplace, in 
particular, is creaking with the volume of 
content that's available. "Because of the 
amount of stuff that's coming into Live, 
it's actually a little difficult for people to 
find it, especially people outside the core 
users," admits Whitten. "It's based on 
this idea that you know exactly what you 


"THERE'S AN AMAZING AMOUNT 
OF CONTENT THAT FOR A LOT 
OF PEOPLE IS HARD TO FIND" 


want to do: hit the eject button, put the 
disc in, go to multiplayer and start 
playing your Halo match. That's the way 
it's always worked. That worked super 
well for the cognoscenti of the console 
world, but the truth is that there's an 
amazing amount of content that for a 
lot of people is hard to find." 

The new dashboard, therefore, strikes 
out in a different direction. "The idea is 
to move toward this channel metaphor, 
SO you can see at a glance the types of 
things that | can do on my box, to make 
these things much more relevant about 
me," Whitten explains. Options, 


New for the US is a deal with online video subscription service Netflix, which 
will allow Netflix subscribers to stream movies to their 360s at no extra cost. 
Honey is looking at doing similar deals in Europe, such as with the UK's 

Lovefilm, though it doesn't have a subscription model that matches Netflix's 


Instant Queue 


Microsoft has announced that it is adding NBC and Universal in the US and Momentum in the UK to its 
roster of studios supplying content to the Video Marketplace, with more deals still under negotiation 


arranged laterally, are spread over a 
number of channels that are arranged 
vertically. The channels include My 
Xbox, which broadly serves up what's 
on the console and the player profile 

in the manner of the current blades. 
Community shows friends and 
information about them; Game gives 
access to the games Marketplace as well 


as stored demos and XBLA titles; Video 
does the same for videos; Spotlight is an 
advertising-cum-network guide channel. 
Each channel contains slots, which in the 
final version will be dynamic with 
animation and colour, images often 
extending outside the bounds of the slot. 
Though they're currently rendered flat, 
the plan is that they will be scaled so 
that they're flipped through in a similar 
manner to iTunes' Cover Flow. Instead of 
the old task-based system, which was 
designed to execute functions that the 
user already knows they want, the new 
dash is designed to invite serendipity. 
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Whether Cliff Bleszinski was actually playing it or not during Microsoft's E3 conference, the Gears Of War 
2 demo was spectacular, and Bleszinski claims the full campaign will match the blistering pace it exhibited 
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"It's bubbled up to the surface and is 
much broader instead of being narrower 
and deeper - you see more options,” says 
Whitten. "How we bubble up friends and 
the interesting things that are happening 
on the console, on Live - this is at the 
core of this. It's like: ‘I want to turn this 
thing on to see what's going on’.” 

We visit the comparatively spacious 
studio of Xbox's design team, led by 
Chris Esaki, a low-lit haven among the 
boxy rooms that surround it. "The 
challenge here was how to refresh the 
dashboard, maintain some of the equity 
and feel and bring more depth to it," 
Esaki explains before introducing the 
lead designer behind the new user 
interface, Jeff Faulkner. Quietly spoken, 
Faulkner was until January a director at 
branding and design agency Blast Radius. 
He points out that Live's blend of social 
network and digital content, presented 
on a TV screen, had him designing for a 


space that no one had ever really been 
working on before. "How do you keep 
it compelling, how can you stay out of 
the way so people can play games, 
how can you share everything that's 
on it, how do you use all the tools 
that are there?" he asks. "But we're 
also making a publishing system that's 
hooked up to a backend that's moving 
every day. So it's not all about art 
direction, it's also about making a 
framework, a platform, that's going to 
change over time, or daily." 

His solution — he's careful to indicate 
that there's still much polishing to 


perform ahead - already looks like it 
strikes the right balance between 
retaining the DNA of its predecessor, 
meeting the expectations of existing 
owners and adding intuitiveness for 
newcomers. Highly seductive in its 
own way, it's clearly no attempt to 
emulate the desirability of the XMB. 
It’s smart and dynamic, visually 
restrained but also able to exhibit 
enough flamboyance to let the 
individual character of games or other 
content shine through. In short, it's 
radical enough to make Xbox 360 
feel like a whole new console. 


"HOW CAN YOU STAY OUT OF THE 
WAY SO PEOPLE CAN PLAY? HOW 
CAN YOU SHARE EVERY THING?" 


Z Revealed at E3 was a co-op mode called Horde, in which 
= five players repel waves of enemies on maps that will 


feature scripted events to complicate matters, such as 
avalanches or the appearance of emergence holes 


Another new aspect of the 
dashboard that Microsoft is pushing is 
sociability enabled by Live. Whitten 
sums up Microsoft's attitude to Live in 
that regard by saying: "It's the largest 
social network that's attached to the 
TV. That's not a random PR line, it's 
true." And it's hard to disprove - Xbox 
360 is in a position that could move 
the idea of the social network, so 
popular in the guise of Facebook and 
MySpace, from the computer in the 
office to the TV in the living room. 
To Live's existing suite of powerful 
social abilities Whitten and his team 
are introducing a system-wide party 
system. "Today, the dashboard is a 
singleplayer experience whilst most of 
the games we talk about are multiplayer 
experiences," he pitches. "Why isn't the 
box powered by the same idea of me 
being able to connect with my friends, 
and stay with them and move through 
experiences with them?" 

Live members will be able to recruit a 
party of up to eight people, even if some » 


AVATARS 


READY TO BE REPRESENTED? 


haracter systems, avatar systems, they're 
not new. Everybody almost expects 
them, " says Jerry Johnson lightly. In 


other words, Xbox 360's new player avatars are 
certainly not mere copies of Nintendo's Miis (with 
which the avatars share many facial similarities) or 
those of PlayStation Home. Instead Johnson, 
head of the software teams creating Xbox 360's 
dashboard, claims that they've come along now 
for Xbox 360 because only now is Live ready to 
fully accommodate them. 

And, actually, he has a point. Though they 
might resemble Miis, the avatars, which were a 
joint production by Johnson's in-house staff and 
Rare in the UK, also feature a huge variety of 
detailed clothing and accessories. He's expecting 
that, eventually, thousands of different items will 
be available, from shirts and shoes to guitars and 
skateboards, plus attendant animation routines. 
Live has to upload all this data quickly to 
everyone viewing them, whether in their friends 
lists or in games like 7 Vs 100. "We've had to 
scale the service up," Johnson says. 

Their elaborate clothing and cheerfully 
caricatured faces actually strike a balance 
between Miis and Homes stiffly realistic lifestyle 
models, but Johnson is comfortable allying his 
team's efforts with Nintendo: "Home for me is 
this uncanny valley type — it's too realistic, it's 
kinda lost sight of want you want to be doing 
on a gaming console, which is play games. 

On the flipside, Miis are fun because of how 
simple they are." 

By taking aspects of that simplicity, he intends 
avatars to easily integrate with games. The new 
Scene It? will be the first retail game, and 
Primetime will feature them heavily. That would 
explain their unified style — there's been no 


attempt to produce gritty Marcus Fenix types. But 
those who fear gamerpics' demise needn't worry: 
though a flat graphic of their avatar will become 
their gamerpic, the original can be reinstated — 
and avatars will also be able to wear shirts 
decorated with it. "We don't want gamerpics to 
go away; we just think of them as more a badge 
than your identity," confirms Johnson. 


They might look a little familiar, but 


(Qe. Whitten claims that the avatars are a 


natural evolution of Xbox's gamertags and 
Xbox 360's gamerpics, mottos and bios 


Main menu 


The editing software itself was still under 
development when we used it to make our 
Spock-eared, purple-shirted wonder in white 
loafers, so it lacked a full raft of options and 
clothing. In fact, the team had only got the 
graphics renderer running the previous week, and 
though all facial features will be animated, only 
the eyes blinked. The face editor has nowhere 
near the depth of the Mii system, but this is 
mitigated by the addition of clothes. Overall, 
these avatars are much more complex than Miis, 
composed of 102 virtual bones and what Rare's 
design team has dubbed ‘kung-fu hands’ - 
chunky and big so they look good holding things. 
But it won't be until the promised variety of 
assets starts trickling in that their true capacity to 
represent and charm players will come through. 
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e have heard the views of Xbox HQ on 
its new focus to build on Xbox 360's 
fortunes in Europe, but we also talked 


with Chris Lewis, head of Xbox in Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa, about the pressures and 
challenges of pushing Xbox 360 in the region. 


What does Microsoft's new focus on Europe 
mean for your operation here? 

It's a very textured region, as you know very 
well, and we enjoy fabulous success in some 
parts of the region and relative marginal success 
in others. And our plan quite clearly is to invest 
in the right marketing, the right content and to 
align the platform in a way that we are hugely 
successful everywhere. 


Why is Xbox is facing such a challenge in 
certain countries? 

| think there's a mixture of factors. Where we've 
done well traditionally is where we were in with 
the first Xbox. The UK is an example of that. The 
gaming tastes in the UK are quite well aligned 
with the US — there's a higher disposable income 
for a start — we very deliberately set out to appeal 
to the core space in the first instance and we did 
that very well. | think the challenges are some of 
the more Mediterranean markets. Let's pick on 
France, Italy and Spain, for example. There's a 
much more casual gaming orientation there — 


Q&A: CHRIS LEWIS 


VICE PRESIDENT, INTERACTIVE ENTERTAINMENT BUSINESS IN EUROPE, MIDDLE EAST AND AFRICA 


in that space, then I’m going to be pretty excited 
about things like Gears Of War 2. And what 
you'll see us do is continue to dial up emotional 
connection with the broader community, but we 
want to do it such a way that we don't alienate 
the core. And similarly, when we're talking about 
Gears Of War, that we don't alienate the masses. 
That's not the easiest challenge. 


How do you intend to pull that off? 

| think it's about targeting. You just have to 

find the right way to target those communities. 
Sometimes people ask me the incredibly difficult 
question which is: 'Hey, what's the one thing you 
have to do in EMEA to be successful?' You're 
tempted to roll your eyes into the back of your 
head because there is no one thing. People say: 
‘It’s got to be price’. Well, no, actually, it isn't. 
Sure, it's a key lever to pull at the right time, but... 


But didn't sales shoot up after your last 
price drop? 

They did but my point was that price alone is 
not the panacea. If you don't have the content 
that appeals to that family audience, or to 
that consumer, then they're not going buy just 
on the pricepoint. You've got to have games 
that are not intimidating and dark, that mums 
and dads can get involved in without the 
incumbent humiliation. 


"YOU'VE GOT TO HAVE GAMES THAT 
ARE NOT INTIMIDATING, THAT MUMS 
AND DADS CAN GET INVOLVED IN” 


people like to dip in and out, they're not perhaps 
so likely to buy multiple consoles and they are 
more price-sensitive markets. | would also put 
our marketing fairly central to it in as much as I'm 
not sure we work hard enough to develop locally 
customisable, culturally connected marketing in 
the way that we needed to. We are addressing all 
that and I think we've got a much deeper insight, 
much higher levels of empathy with that now 
than we had in the first few years and phases. 


Which of the games you've talked about at 
E3 will find greatest success among the 
countries that Xbox is finding a challenge? 
A phrase I’ve been using recently is that we need 
a healthy level of schizophrenia about the way 
we approach the market. | think it is critical that 
we continue to invest in and protect the core, 
which we've always been well connected with. 
And you will not see us departing from that 
community in any way, shape or form. So, if I’m 


Live is vital to your strategy to broaden 
Xbox 360's appeal. How has Live take-up 

in Europe compared to the US? 

We don't normally break out the European 
element of our Live membership. | mean, | know 
what it is, but | don't want to get rapped on the 
knuckles by being too explicit with you. | will say 
to you as a percentage of that overall total, it's 
just less than a quarter. 


So therefore the US... 

...is the lion's share. And I'll tell you also that a 
large part of that is in the UK, partly because of 
the language aspect, the fact is you need, on a 
community service like Live, enough people of a 
similar language orientation to get a community 
so that it starts to really blow out. Up until fairly 
recently we just haven't had enough on the 
service for non-English-speaking folks. In France, 
for example, we've only recently started to get 
figures where you've got enough French- 


speaking folks getting a rich enough experience 
to talk about it meaningfully to their friends. 


It's a subtle distinction, but do you think 
the European market is ready for leading 
an online life through their living-room 

TV rather than their PC? 

| don't think they are but | think the time is 
now. The whole industry is getting really close 
to the inflection point where that's what people 
just crave and | just know that we will offer the 
best experience. | just know we are so well placed 
to continue and invest and develop the service 
like nobody else can. 


Lips, Scene It? and Primetime are being 
extensively localised. Has it been difficult 

to do this? 

Yes, it has. Clearly what you can't do is go 
storming into different markets with a somewhat 
vanilla-based proposition, assuming that the 
different cultures will adopt it. Will it continue to 
be a big challenge to accommodate the different 
tastes around the region? Yes. Will we 
disproportionately invest to make sure that we 
will do that effectively in Europe? Yes, we will. 


Microsoft has just dropped Xbox 360's price 
in the US - do you have any plans to change 
the pricing structure in the UK? 

We've always said we remain competitive. | was 
very pleased with what we saw as a result of the 
price drop in March. It was perfectly timed, it was 
right for the market. Will we continue to keep 
our eye on the price and make sure that we 
remain competitive? Yes, we will. 


are already in games. Party members 
will be able to talk together, with the 
party leader able to move everyone 
smoothly into a game (as long as they 
all own it) or into a new feature, such 
as peer-to-peer photo sharing or viewing 
synchronised movies through the 
forthcoming US-only Netflix service. 
"Today, if you're playing Halo and | 

say: ‘Hey, let's play Uno’, it's a case of, 
‘Right, I'll set up the session and I'll 
invite you in'. There's a whole bunch 

of steps and I'm wondering what's 
going to happen, where he's gone. For 
new people that's difficult. So what if 
the party leader selects the new 
experience and we all go there together 
- no loss of communication, no loss of 
us being together and social?" We visit 
Jerry Johnson, product manager for 
the software that runs Xbox 360, who 
has 100 full-time staff working under 
him. His office is cluttered but bright and 
filled with figurines, including some 


go through Gears' menu, they're 
dropped straight in once the game has 
loaded. "This is the base experience; 
some games might work better," 
Johnson says, explaining that no game 
will need patching to work this way. 
Add to that the new Ul's avatars 
(see 'Little computer people"), which 
Whitten sees as a way of articulating 
a more social atmosphere: "The 
Community channel will be filled 
with animated avatars that are all 
saying: ‘Come on over, I’m playing this’. 


“WE HAVE A STRONG HARDCORE 
BASE, BUT WANT TO GO FROM 
12 MILLION TO 30 MILLION USERS" 


of characters from The Behemoth's 
imminent XLBA title, Castle Crashers. 
He demonstrates the flexibility of the 
system by starting a co-op session of 
Gears Of War, inviting another 360 on 
his desk to join a party and calling them 
into the game. Without even having to 


Co-op players won't appear in your world as their own character; rather, they'll look like henchmen, and they'll be paid a 
salary for working with you to reflect that. You can negotiate a cut of the gold and XP that they help reap on your behalf 


Press one button and you can party up 
and get into their experience or start 
that conversation." Though the party 
system is a long-requested feature from 
core users, it's been made as accessible 
as possible for the broader market. 
Naturally, having to make changes to 
the UI to suit a new audience and 
serving Xbox 360's existing one hasn't 
been completely easy — it's easy to 
imagine that the cute stylings of the 
avatars might not go down well with 
some of the types you meet on Live. 
Could Xbox 360's popularity with the 
hardcore actually stifle some of 
Microsoft's ability to innovate and bring 


Fable 2 will handle co-op play elegantly — local players can take up a controller to jump in, while friends 
playing on Live will appear as orbs in your game in the precise locations they are in their own game. You 
can invite them to your world or visit theirs; part of the pleasure will be to see how friends' worlds differ 


such changes? "They're also some of our 
biggest advocates," Johnson responds. 
"| always look at it as getting to the 
heart of what they really want. We're 
struggling — well, we're not struggling..." 
- he shoots a wry look at Microsoft's PR 
- "Struggling is a bad word! We look at 
it and ask what our opportunities are. 
We have a strong hardcore base right 
now, but at the same time we want to 
go from 12 million to 20, 30 million 
users on Live." As a result, he must 
perform a balancing act to ensure both 
sets of users will benefit. 

Another gesture to the hardcore is 
the Guide. Its functionality has been 
increased to match all that the current 
dashboard can do and use the same 
blades interface, but still fits into the 
same 32MB of RAM, and Whitten claims 
that it will be more responsive. It's 
intended as a core users' shortcut device, 
and will allow players to quick-launch in 
and out of content. 

The changes Microsoft is making 
to Xbox 360 are sweeping and deep, 
yet relate purely to its software. As 
we talk over lunch, Schappert sees 
their scale as a first for consoles: 

"We can go and change the operating 
system to deliver a new box without 
changing the hardware. It's never 
been able to happen before in the 
console world." 

"Arguably, it's never been done 
in consumer electronics," interjects 
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With its focus on building vehicles out of components scattered around its expansive levels, Banjo- 


Kazooie: Nuts & Bolts features less platforming than it does driving and flying your improvised steeds 
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Aaron Greenberg, a long-time Xbox 
staffer who's now director of product 
management. "The cell phone | bought 
a few months ago hasn't changed, the 
iPod | bought a year ago hasn't changed 
since | bought it. In this case we're 
actually enabling the Xbox to get better 
over time. We've done that with the 
spring and fall updates incrementally, 


to unforeseen success rather than 
mistakes made at Xbox 360's inception. 
But whether it's an admission of failure 
or not, Microsoft is showing itself as 
being able to change. 

And, spending time with the people 
who run Xbox, that isn't such a surprising 
thing. Just the physical environment, as 
rooted as it is in a blandly corporate 
building, has an energetic and upbeat 
atmosphere. Scott Henson's ‘living room’ 
isn't the only idiosyncratic sign of 
personality around the jumbled corridors, 
which are lined with old computers and 
accessories and raggedly decorated with 
phrases spelt out with duct tape against 


“OUR DESIGN POINT WAS 200 
ITEMS ON MARKETPLACE. 
BUT NOW WE'VE GOT 17,000” 


but this is completely reinventing what 
you think the Xbox is all about.” 
Microsoft's PR team has been careful 
to use the word evolution rather than 
reinvention up until now, since it 
might indicate that the blades were, 
fundamentally, a misstep. But Whitten 
shares a horror at the number of 360 
owners who must have no idea that 
Hexic has come loaded on their systems. 
"| don't want to hit myself too hard, 
because | was pretty involved in the 
original version!” he says. “But when we 
were first thinking about it there would 
be maybe 200 items on Marketplace. So 
that was our design point. But we've got 
17,000 and we're going upwards at an 
exponential rate.” As such, the change is 
being communicated more as a reaction 


Challenges in Banjo will be set by talking to NPCs around the levels, some of which introduce players to gadgets which 


lurid Xbox-orange walls. With anime 
posters, lots of Halo paraphernalia, what 
must be thousands of 360s sporting a 
huge range of faceplates (presumably to 
tell them apart), collectible figures, some 
brightly lit, others dim, some shared - 
each tiny office is different. Schappert's 
proudly displays a signed picture of 
Mario by Miyamoto, XNA's Chris Satchell 
jokes that his cleanly arranged office, 
which also sports leather sofas, is, 
compared to Henson's, a ‘New York loft’. 


It's easy to forget that, both 
Schappert and Don Mattrick, vice 
president of Microsoft's interactive 
entertainment business, were previously 
game programmers. Schappert, over 
dinner at the steak restaurant that 
occupies the top floor of Valve's building, 
tells us about the time he met Activision 
co-founder David Crane and excitedly 
told him about what circuitry he'd found 
inside a Pitfall Il cartridge he'd pulled 
apart, and yarns about the development 
of Madden '94. He and Whitten laugh at 
the way Shane Kim always seems to get 
the tough questions levelled at him by 
journalists, and make fun of Greenberg 
for his in-bed interview by two 
Penthouse Pets for the Das Gamer 
website at GDC this year. Everyone has a » 


add various properties to vehicles, such as folding wings for a car, bouncy springs or gyroscopes, which spin flyers around 


COMMUNITY GAMES 


WHY XBOX 360 COULD PROVE AN IDEAL HOME FOR BEDROOM CODERS 


ommunity is an awfully big word, and 
Microsoft might argue that it's the most 
important word for this generation. After 


all, it's about to make Xbox 360 the first console 
to freely deliver community-generated games to 
all users. Part of the new dashboard, the 
community games marketplace will sell games 
made by XNA Creators Club members. 

The initiative is the logical conclusion of 
Chris Satchell's work with XNA in recent years. 
Comprehensive and easy to use, XNA tools were 
originally delivered to professional game makers 
but, in the form of XNA Game Studio Express, 
they were made public in August 2006, free of 
charge to allow programs to run under Windows, 
but at a charge of $100 (£50) to run on a 360. 
"What we did with XNA is remove a lot of the 
barriers, making it easier for people to program 
and actually see something on the screen, " 
says Satchell, general manager of XNA. "We 
create a real sense that you can just make your 
game and get it out there." 

The creators will price their own games: as 
little as 200 Microsoft Points for games clocking 
in under 50MB, and for those under 150MB 
either 200, 400 or 800. The community games 
Marketplace will be given billing alongside the 
existing Xbox Live Arcade library. According to 
Satchell, the distinction between the two 
marketplaces is that: “XBLA is the real quality 
channel, fully featured games with online and 
Achievements. The community side is more 
variable. If I'm a pro | know where people are 
going to be looking for my professional game: 
they'll want to stay in XBLA.” 
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Top: Satchell says of FunnyDancing: "You might not like it, 

but it turns out if you're four years old and female then it's 
ideal - you just control the cameras and do some dances." 

Above: WordSoup, an addictive word-search puzzle game 


Dishwasher will join Schizoid as the next XNA game to be 
promoted for release on XBLA. The bloody button-bashing 
action can be augmented by a second player using a Guitar 
Hero controller to attack enemies with a floating guitar 


"FROM OUR EXPERIENCE WITH XBLA, 
IF A GAME IS AT THE TOP OF THE 
LIST SALES GO THROUGH THE ROOF" 


Naturally, a sturdy business model underpins 
the scheme. "The creator gets 70 per cent and 
we take a 30 per cent cut to cover our costs and 
infrastructure," says Satchell. "If we choose to 
market or promote your game we take an extra 
ten or 15 per cent. From our experience with 
XBLA, if a game is highlighted at the very top of 
the list then your sales will go through the roof." 
It's almost identical to how Apple's App Store 
works, but with an important exception: 
Microsoft will not screen the games that will go 
up on the service. Instead, all games are peer- 
rated at the XNA Creator's Club website. "We 
find that if you help people a little then they'll 
help each other a lot," says Satchell, explaining 
that all games will be reviewed for violence, 
sexual and mature content (language, drug 
references, horror and the like). "With Apple you 
make your app and then they decide whether it 
gets to go on the store or not," adds Satchell. 
"With us, the community decides, so there's 
much less friction on the content." 

The games won't be rated on quality, 
however. Is there a danger that gamers might get 
upset having paid for content they deem of low 
standard? Satchell is confident that a free demo, 
screenshots, videos and user reviews will be 
enough. "As we get more content then the 
average review score and popularity settle the 
direction pretty quickly," he says. "And all the 
games will have a demo, you'll be able to play 


for a limited time and we take care of that 
with a general time lapse so it's no extra work 
for the creator." 

Already, there are some diamonds in the 
XNA‘s rough. JellyCar, a physics-based platformer 
that involves driving the wonderfully globular 
titular car along precariously-designed levels, is 
one. Word Soup, a word-search puzzle game, 
is another. And to demonstrate some of the 
variety to expect, Satchell shows off a Games 
For Change entrant called Eco City, a cross 
between Tetris and SimCity made in Brazil, 
and FunnyDancing, a game from Japan in 
which dancers (who sport fox ears and tails) 
do little more than throw moves according to 
the button pressed. 

The challenge must have been huge to build 
an infrastructure that pays money to creators 
who could potentially live anywhere in the world 
and convince Microsoft's businessmen that it's 
viable to freely release amateur-made games 
that will compete with professionally-made 
commercial products on the system. "We are 
going to let you build your game, distribute it 
without our approval, and make money from it. 
Nobody else has done that on console," says 
Satchell emphatically, but he keeps quiet on 
how the project was viewed internally. 
Regardless, it's almost time to find out if 
Microsoft's faith in its community will be 
repaid: you wouldn't bet against it. 


SCENE IT? BOX OFFICE SMASH 


NOW WITH AVATARS, MICROSOFT'S TRIVIA GAME REACHES ROUND TWO 


icrosoft is touting Box Office Smash, 
M an update to last year's efficient but 

lukewarm take on Sony's Buzz! series, 
as the first retail game to use Xbox 360's new 
avatars. So, from the flawed original's slightly 
sterile appearance, which made little effort to 
embody its players other than through a paltry 
selection of emblems, players now take centre 
stage, their avatars occupying the four-seater 
sofa that's on screen throughout and 
flamboyantly exhibiting their performance in 
the game. 


Scene It? is the latest in the quiz genre to add a superfluous 
singleplayer mode, which will be linked to leaderboards 


But beyond this new focus, Box Office Smash 
is more a thorough tightening up of the original 
than a reinvention. With 1,700 new questions, 
the same trivia puzzles, some slightly tweaked, 
others expanded, return with four additional 
types. The game also receives a new online 
mode, which will support matches between 
up to four teams. Chat between teams will 
be difficult as there's no headset plug on the 
button pad, but Krome is considering putting 
taunts on its D-pad (which is concealed in the 
big button). Downloadable content is also 
promised and, in another gesture towards 
Microsoft's strategy to make 360 more attractive 
to the European market, Box Office Smash will 
be better localised, with 20 per cent of the 
questions loaded in UK, German, French, Italian 
and Spanish editions tailored specifically to each 
region, plus translations for Nordic countries 
and Latin America. 

Elsewhere, irritations from the first game 
have been mitigated, such as the producer 
host, who will be replaced by two characters 
that will apparently play on the cliché of the 


YOU'RE IN THE MOVIES 


A RETURN TO THE MOVIES, THIS TIME FOR A TAKE ON EYETOY 


ade by UK-based Zoé Mode, and 
M supporting up to four local players, 
You're In The Movies comprises 
minigames, including flailing-your-hands-around- 
wildly stalwarts such as ‘hit the bees’, ‘hit the 
martial arts wooden dummy’ and ‘match the 
hands position during the dance routine’. 

More interesting, however, are games in 
which the player's image is manipulated, such as 
one in which they must lean to steer a moped 
around obstacles. On the screen, their likeness is 
squeezed on to the moped and scaled and 


To guide players toward the right motions, 
the game superimposes an animated silhouette 
as a simple way of avoiding any confusion 


twisted as it slaloms down the road. Similarly, 
they're placed in the voluminous trousers of a 
clown and asked to furiously run on the spot to 
stretch a bungie cord as far as it will go. Avoiding 
the muddily indistinct visuals that sap some of 
EyeToy’s hilarity, they do a much better job of 
involving the player in the action. The innovation 
is due to You're In The Movies’ ability to cut 
players out from their surroundings, enabled by a 
setup routine that involves letting the game 
process the background without players present. 
Another little feature that You're In The 


RELEASE: Q4 2008 
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Unlike Buzz! Quiz TV, Scene It? will not feature user-created 
quizzes, a decision that the developer claims is because it 
wants the standard of questions to be uniformly high. Instead, 
content can be kept fresh with downloaded question packs 


action and romance movie trailer voiceovers. 

The awards doled out between rounds will 

seem less arbitrary, games without buzzer rounds 
will be available and buzzer cheating — holding 
the button down while the question is being 
asked for an instant chance to answer — will 

be much reduced. So, all solid and logical 
improvements on the original, though next to 
Primetime, Scene It's achievements will seem 
modest indeed. 


E: Q4 2008 


DEVELOPER: ZOE MODE 
BLISHER: CODEMASTERS 


Movies brings to the genre is an intermittently 
staged series of sections in which players are 
asked to, for instance, enact screaming at being 
shocked by a spider, looking at the floor and 
running. At the end of the game, the filmed 
sequences are knitted together and inserted into 
an endearingly home-made B-movie trailer — in 
our case, an attack by mutant lizards. As a frothy 
entertainment piece for the family, it's likely to 
raise a good laugh, though the decision to insert 
clips of strangers when fewer than four people 
are playing is a bit of a misstep, because it feels 
like interlopers have invaded your cosy session. 
Otherwise, the game is carefully balanced to 
occupy the sweet spot between competitive and 
collaborative that works so well with such living- 
room social games, with the odd head-to-head 
game injecting some welcome adrenaline 
among the laughs. Though it's fundamentally a 
pretender to another console maker's crown, 
there are smart ideas here that retain it just 
enough dignity to ensure that consumers will 
be content losing theirs in front of it. 
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Reacting to criticism of the original, Viva Piñata: Trouble 
In Paradise will feature Live co-op and be more easy- 
going to allow players more leisure to tend to their herds 
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"| wouldn't agree with that - | think 
when you see Lips it takes SingStar 
much further," he counters. “I don't 
think risk is just the domain of the 
type of game you do. We don't just 
want to do titles because they're 
different — we want to find things that 
we think can have large-scale appeal, 
but we have some things in the portfolio 
people will look at and see are different 
and risky and new takes on things we 
know. Risk-taking is not just about game 
type but what you do with it." 

With that in mind, consider also that 
Microsoft's release schedule has been 
very heavy on sequels, but Kim assures 


"WITH LIVE WE HAVE THIS 


INCREDIBLE SOCIAL NETWORK 
CONNECTED TO YOUR TV” 


Live membership that proves that they 
really do play games - this is, after all, 
the company that has long championed 
hardcore favourite Ninja Gaiden. 

But now, just as its system software 
is becoming better tuned to a more 
mainstream audience, Microsoft is 
also broadening its firstparty game 
catalogue. Gears Of War 2, Fable 2, Viva 
Piñata: Trouble In Paradise and Banjo 
Kazooie: Nuts & Bolts will cover the 
hardcore well this Christmas. But though 
Lips, Scene It? Box Office Smash and 
You're In The Movies comprise a much 
more convincing non-core gaming line- 
up than last Christmas' Scene It? and 
Viva Piñata: Party Animals, they're 
clear attempts to jump on a trail that 
Sony has already blazed with great 
success. When we meet with Kim, 
until recently head of Microsoft Game 
Studios but now vice president of 
strategy and business development, 
the next morning we suggest as much. 


us that: "We're just at a point in the 
cycle where you're seeing more sequels. 
I can tell you we have other new 
properties that are unannounced that 
we feel very good and are very confident 
about. We will continue to have new IPs 
alongside the franchises in our portfolio, 
no question." He also argues that 
broadening the appeal of 360 is not only 
about publishing a broad range of 
games, but about supporting a broad 
range of other functions on the console: 
"When you look at this year's line-up, a 
lot will be E and T rated [for Everyone 
and Teen]: that has to be an element of 
the strategy. But with Live we have this 
incredible social network connected to 
your television and that means broader 
content than just games content." 

That's bold new content like 
Primetime, which has the potential to 
hasten a whole new genre for 
videogames, one that brings the worlds 
of TV and interactive entertainment 


Top: Shane Kim, corporate VP, strategy 
and business development, Interactive 
Entertainment Business. Centre: 

Aaron Greenberg, director of product 
management. Above: John Schappert, 
VP of Live, software and services 
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New to XBLA is Geometry Wars: Retro Evolved 2, 
developed by Bizarre Creations, which will feature 
a fourplayer mode and four new game variations, 
possibly including some from Waves and Galaxies 


together (see ‘Primetime), and the more revenue per capita than the diverse expertise and technological 
tremendous job Microsoft has done in US. For instance, 40-50 per cent of sophistication in the form of networking 
building up its video Marketplace, videos delivered in Europe are HD, power and software that Microsoft 
especially in the US. It does enough compared to 30 per cent in the US, can bring to bear on the business. 
business to put Live within the top ten figures Honey says easily exceed those And Microsoft is improving Live still 

of all video-on-demand services in the of traditional distributors. further without any real direct pressure 
region, according to Ross Honey, director These cornerstones of Xbox 360's from Sony or Nintendo. It’s unlikely 

of Microsoft's Media & Entertainment non-gaming functions rely on Live to that what the company has planned for 
Group, through which all video content work, and they're examples of the Xbox 360 will be anything less than 


is acquired. With a third of Marketplace's 
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business and, as with the restofitsnew = INTO ONLINE AND IT ALEOWS US 

especial sinceule rita TO LEAPFROG THE COMPETITION" 


intelligently and robustly designed 

and built, but the company is still 
making a bet on whether the market 
to which it wants to extend its business 
is truly ready for living an online life 
through the living room TV. "We don't 
see the world getting less connected in 
the future," reassures Kim. 

"Broadband continues to grow in 
leaps and bounds," says Schappert. 
"Online is a big differentiator and we're 
driving new functionality into it, and it's 
allowing us to continue leapfrogging the 
competition. You can watch what they 
do and they run and chase us, and you 
know what, competition breeds 
innovation for everyone, but I think 
hopefully what consumers will feel this 
fall is that we can leapfrog them and - 
because my friends play it, it's got more 
online features, I’ve had Achievements 
from day one and avatars - it's hopefully 
a big part of the reason why they buy 
our box." But there's that word: 
hopefully. The first time Microsoft took 
a bet on Live it paid off, but only 
eventually. The question now is t2 


Also new to XBLA is Galaga Legions. With the same mechanic but new nuances, it reinvents the classic to a standard that 3 i 
surpasses even Pac-Man Championship Edition (developed by the same team), according to XBLA manager Scott Austin whether it will pay off again. 
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hat Microsoft was working on a karaoke 
T game for 360 was hardly a surprise, but 
Inis was hardly the first developer that 
many would have pegged to be making it. Sure, 
the Japanese developer has long shown itself 
adept at marrying rhythm and play, having made 
idiosyncratic genre favourites such as Guitaroo 
Man and Osu! Tatakae! Ouendan. But for all the 
commercial success of Elite Beat Agents, its 
westernised reframing of Ouendan, we wouldn't 
immediately associate Inis with Microsoft's need 
to extend the appeal of 360, and have its game 


square up to the likes of SingStar and Rock Band. 


Indeed, Microsoft product manager Jason 
Ing explains that it's in the "same spirit as 
SingStar, but so much more," but the result at 
this stage seems exactly what Lips needed to be 
Inis’ subtle injection of character looks likely to 
help it avoid being dismissed as a pale imitator 


During songs the screen either displays a 
video, a visualisation, or a mode (which 
we didn't see) in which players have some 
influence over how the song is displayed 


LIPS HAS ROOTS SET DEEPER IN 
KARAOKE CULTURE THAN SONY'S 
INTERPRETATION OF THE FORM 


of already strongly established brands, with its 
presentation striking a careful balance between 
being alluringly lifestyle and playfully eccentric. 
Lips has a basic concept that actually has 
roots set deeper in eastern karaoke culture than 
Sony's interpretation of the form, which seems 
more based in singing along with a hairbrush in 
the bedroom culture. And central to that is its 
focus on performance, powered in part through 
the accelerometers in its two bespoke packed-in 
wireless microphones, which leads to ratings 
based not only on rhythm and pitch, but on 


movement too. It also means that it provides 
flexibility for players that might not be so hot on 
singing itself (you can even just shake the mic in 
time), as well as enabling Lips' equivalent of 
Guitar Hero's star power, which is activated by 
tilting, and performances are awarded experience 
points, which win medals 

The game is also designed to work as a 
passive jukebox, with players able to queue up 
a series of songs and leave them playing along 
in the background, and it's possible to jump into 
song at any time by simply shaking one of the 


microphones. And though the game disc will 
offer around 40 songs (plus the choice to 
download further tracks from an in-game store) 
the collection can be augmented with your own 
music collection by connecting an MP3 player or 
those on your computer via network, a feature 
that vastly extends its use. Connected collections 
won't have access to the game's competitive 
game modes because of the lack of game data, 
but Inis says that Lips will offer some form of 
operability with players’ home music that it 

isn't currently revealing. 

It's another function among many in this full- 
featured game that cuts Lips its own distinctive 
figure among existing singing games. It could 
so easily have ended up a knock-off, but signing 
a developer little known to the western 
mainstream market seems to have paid off 


In a more natively Inis touch, Lips will also 
feature minigames, apparently in the style 
of its previous games, though Microsoft 
isn't yet revealing in what specific way 
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Come and EXPERIENCE great new games in 
the PLAY area with companies including 
NINTENDO, SONY AND CODEMASTERS 


EXCLUSIVE Edinburgh Interactive 
games store with GAMESTATION 


Visit the DARE PROTOPLAY exhibition 
showcasing great new games talent 


Three days of GAME SCREENINGS with the 
people behind the games, including DAVID BRABEN 


Find out about the games business with 
the HOW TO GET INTO GAMES sessions 


Exclusive GAMES RECRUITMENT area 


TWO DAYS of CONFERENCES with keynote 
addresses from INDUSTRY LEADERS in games 
and entertainment 


NETWORK with publishers, developers and 
decision makers at the world’s only 
CULTURAL GAMES FESTIVAL 


FREE ENTRY for the public games area, 
including GAME SCREENINGS, DARE PROTOPLAY, 
GAME PLAY and GAMESTATION areas 


Pick up your TICKETS and your FREE GUIDE to 
the Edinburgh Interactive Festival in association 
with FUTURE PUBLISHING from any 
GAMESTATION store in Scotland 


Register for the CONFERENCE and NETWORKING 
parties and events online NOW at 
www.edinburghinteractivefestival.com 
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Expanding the Creative Culture of Games 
10" - 12" August 2008 


For more information visit 
www.edinburghinteractivefestival.com 
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part of the ritual. The one in whic 
picked impatiently at the transluc 


some tea, flipped the console and TV on, e 
ready to load for the first time. You've allowed th 
splash screens and introductory movie to run their 
natural courses, and as your anticipation reaches _ 
its peak, the ‘Press start’ screen finally appears. — 
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Though your mind will be on the game itself, that 
start screen is speaking volumes. Will it magnanimously 
allow you to press X instead of start? Will it instigate 
another loading screen? What sound did it make when 
you pressed the button? What typeface was used for 
the text? What's the start screen for, anyway? In such 
formative moments tiny details are all forming your 
attitude towards the game before you've played it. The 
menu system, the options screens — the bits and pieces 


- we rarely consider them with much depth, but they're 
intrinsic to the experience. 

Certainly, with a new game, options menus are an 
irritation, a barrier to pleasure. As a result, we're used to 


many games downplaying them as far as they can, 
embedding control configurations and difficulty levels, 
character and profile creation as tightly into play as they 
can. Halo, with its request to look up subtly determining 
whether a player plays with an inverted Y-axis, and the 
way that the Final Fantasy series delays getting you to 
name your character until an NPC in the story asks who 
you are — these are acknowledgements that players just 
want to jump in with as few questions as possible. 
It's probably not for another couple of hours of play 
that you actually think about the menus in any overt 
manner. Perhaps it's after a sequence of dispiriting 
deaths or a downturn in pace that has made you restless. 
Sooner or later you'll become curious about the other 
features the game might hide. And, usually, such 
curiosity won't go unrewarded. A delve into Uncharted: 
Drake's Fortune reveals an extras menu that contains 
unlockable developer videos and rewards including its 
4 wry ‘next-gen’ filter, which drenches the screen in 
EL 
WE LOVE KATAMARI 
You don't even need to press 
start on We Love Katamari's 
opening screen: just guide 
the Prince to the bottom (he 
pushes the letter aside as 
he goes) and the view shifts 


down to the Earth, where 
all of the game options lie. 


METAL GEAR SOLID 


Setting a precedent for the 
next two games, the first 
screen's background colours 
would change on holding 
directional buttons. The 
Vibration Test is perhaps an 
artefact of a period when 
rumble was still a novelty. 


Sound 
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Vibration 
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DD The Prince 


you need to negotiate in order to get to the actual game 


absurdly over-saturated bloom. Whether 
you take them or leave them, it's good to 
know they're there. A look into Metal Gear 
Solid 4's control options reveals that the aim 
view can be made to remember whether 
you last used the iron sights or over-the- 
shoulder mode, a feature that considerably 
eases battles. As such, options menus can 
reinvigorate a game and enhance your 
relationship with it, even if, in the case of 
MGS4, it might have been helpful to have 
known about it earlier. On the other hand, 
a glum tour through Ico's sparse options 
reveals that you'll never be able to centre 
the screen on your CRT TV, and Second Sight 
lays bare its bizarre absence of inverted 
controls — little disappointments that can 
affect your feelings toward the game. 


Sometimes, it's the tiny details. 
Geometry Wars: Retro Evolved allows you 
to restart from game over with three quick 
stabs at A, emphasising its 'just one more 
go’ ethos. Stranglehold presents its menu 
over a 3D scene frozen in bullet-time, 
which sets up the bombastically styled 
action to follow with the camera swiftly 
flying over to various contextually 
appropriate vignettes for each option —a 
man clutching a mobile phone for ‘sound’, 
for instance. SingStar's menus, as glossy and 
fascinatingly bland as the lifestyle models 
who accompany each screen, continually 
display a guide to what each button does 
and provides access to a help menu, 
extending a firm helping hand to get 
eight-year-old girls and parents in their 30s 
alike singing along to pop. Guitar Hero, 
meanwhile, emphasises the grungier side 


B METAL GEAR SOLID 2 


With the move to PS2, MGS2 
- would offer many more 


METAL GEAR SOLID? 


options that allow options for SONS OF LIBERTY 
sound (it had support for 5.1 

as well as the original's 

stereo) and control schemes. 

Many of the menu sound 

effects remain from the first. 
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of music, with its hi-score tables modelled 
on the names scratched on a toilet wall, and 
sound effects based on yowls and clunks 
from attenuated strums, all to help contrive 
its distinctive nostalgia for rock. 

And yet console games have an uneasy 
relationship with menus and option screens. 
PC games have always had them in spades, 
surely a nod to the tinkering nature of their 
traditional users, but pre-PS1 console games 
would routinely offer only the barest 
systems. Many of Nintendo's NES classics had 
nothing beyond the choice of a one- or 
twoplayer game and a pause screen. Even 
when things started getting complex, such 
as when Super Mario 3 allowed players to 
take their own route through its levels, it 
elegantly sidestepped the mundanity of 
level select screens by having Mario walk 
through a map of the Mushroom Kingdom. 
It was a conscious refusal to take on any 
element that distracts from the game itself: 
if the idea of a console game is about plug 
and play, then menus are surely anathema. 

But it wasn't always to be. By Super 
Mario 64, which provides level selects, save 
management and an options menu, it was 
clear that an entirely streamlined approach 
had become impracticable. Console games 
were becoming more complex, their 
structures less linear, their mechanics and 
controls more extensive, and players were 
beginning to expect the option to switch 
music off or change button configurations. 
Perhaps that's why console game menus are 
so often awkwardly incorporated into play. 
Resident Evil's inventory screen is a case in 
point. Styled as if it were some high-tech 
piece of STARS equipment, it sits somewhere 


between being an integral part of the game like 
Civilization's city administration screens, because it's 
where you manage the inventories of Chris and Jill, and 
being an obstacle to it. Apart from supporting various 
incongruous actions that would otherwise be carried 
out in real time, such as gun reloading, the need to 
continually switch in and out of the screen to equip 
weapons and use items breaks the flow of play. Even 
Resident Evil 4, which cast off so many of the series' 
irksome conventions, didn't manage to get rid of it. 

And then there's Metal Gear Solid. As it happens, 
neither MGS nor MGS2 feature in-game menus. MGS 
smartly integrated the inventory into play by using two 
cycling menus mapped to the lower shoulder buttons 
and a codec-based save system, a feature that has 
persisted right through to MGS4. But MGS3 added 
various new features, ostensibly to give a credible 
impression of survival in a hostile environment — 
inventory loadouts (based on the weight of equipment), 
wound treatment and camouflage. Without spare 
buttons to handle the controls for such mechanics, they 
all require visiting the in-game menu. With the need 
to change camouflage extremely frequent, it meant 
that at those moments when the tension was highest 
players had to pause the action to look for a menu 
option. That it shared a menu with a game settings 
option was similarly odd - you might have assumed 
that a game asking you to ensnare the local wildlife 
to keep your character's stamina up and cure his 
ailments would do all it could to conceal the nuts 
and bolts that were behind it all. 


COMMANDMENTS 


It’s hard not to notice when game menus 
get it wrong. There are a number of sins 
that, strangely, don't seem to go away. 
The big one is animations on making 
selections, a second or so of visual pomp 
that usually does little other than irritate. 
Burnout 3 managed to combine such 
animation - as nondescript as it was — 
with another sin, the ‘Are you sure?’ 
question after every selection. These, 
coupled with its failure to save your video 
and language preferences, made loading 
up the game an epic trawl through 
questions spread over eight separate 
screens to get to the main menu, a 
bewildering contrast to the racing itself. 
Then there's the likes of Half-Life 2's main 
menu, which displays a 3D scene from the 
game for its background. The frustrating 
wait as it loads up (almost immediately 
followed by another to resume play) 
prompted modders to create a tweak 
that substituted the geometry for a still 
image. And yet these are beloved games, 
successful in spite of the irritations that 
players must endure to get to them. 


Just as games have a complex relationship with 
menus, so do their players. For all that they might 
sidetrack attention from what they're designed to 
facilitate, they can be alluring in and of themselves. 
Metroid Prime 2's are, from a practical point of view, 
fiddly and sometimes hard to understand, since options 
are represented by balls on the ends of lines that radiate 
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With MGS3's camouflage, Lo , 

health and inventory system, ; * .. Sey : d 
menus suddenly became j 

much more prominent in the eMET GEAR SOLID 
series, The payoff for players ' &* SNA KABA TER 

was the highly detailed 3D 

model of Snake that was 
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Effective when pressed against trees. 
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With options for fitting extras 
to weapons, a shop and many 
other features, the menu in 
MGS4 is vast. With the need 
to press start after loading 
each area and installs, you're 
regularly distracted from the 
narrative by its interface. 
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THE ORANGE BOX 


As superlatively designed and 
realised as the environments 
in the games comprising The 
Orange Box are, it's 
frustrating to have to wait 
until they load before you 
can negotiate its menus to 
get into playing in them. 


BURNOUT PARADISE 


Through Paradise's opening 
is made a little convoluted 
by start screens, warning 
messages, Cagney's new 

info screen and loading 
sequences, the in-game menu 
allows the action to speed on 
even while changing options. 


HALO 2 


Halo 2's menu has had a 
profound effect on the way 
console multiplayer is 
presented, with its party 
system and the ease with 
which Friends lists can be 
accessed. It has contributed 
much to its huge popularity. 


GAME SETUP 
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HALO 3 


Taking the best elements and 
basic style from Halo 2's 
menu, Halo 3's is a marvel of 
usability — fast, efficient and 
clear - despite the complexity 
of options to which it gives 
access. Yet it allows the 

action to retain the limelight. 
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from a central point. But they're accessed through 
rotating the stick and have satisfying momentum, 
sub-menus smoothly swooshing in and out. The Metal 
Gear Solid series’ menus are remarkably extensive and 
visually refined, a blend of hard-angled futuristic and 
Helvetica-like fonts accompanied by subtle animations 
and sound effects. They also contain many extra little 
playful details, such as full 3D models of each item in 
MGS4, the 3D X-ray view of Snake on MGS3's cure 
screen, and the many Easter eggs, including getting 
Snake to vomit if you spin him around. 

Similarly playful is Katamari Damacy, which casts 
off the convention of presenting menu options as text 
by having the Prince wander freely over a series of 
planets, the player having him walk up to a house and 
pressing X to load and save, a tree to view all the items 
collected, and a woodpecker to adjust the audio. It also 
offers a smooth transition into the levels themselves, 
which are also graphical elements on the planets’ 
surfaces. Along with Lego Star Wars’ Cantina hub, which 
also displays the spaceships formed by collecting hidden 
objects in the levels and characters unlocked so far, it's 
an idea that echoes Super Mario 3's overworld — 
presenting a richer form of interaction than flicking 
through abstract text choices. 

Naturalising the menu into the gameworld is a 
concept that games are getting increasingly 
sophisticated at realising — it is, after all, what lies at 
the heart of the open world: it's the interface to your 
game. GTA's use of certain locations to act as functions 
to manage the game is now familiar to all, and now a 
variety of separate genres have tried using the same 
convention - racers Burnout Paradise and Test Drive 
Unlimited, and Hulk: Ultimate Destruction and Spider- 
Man 2 among thirdperson action games. Criterion, 
with Burnout Paradise, has paid particular attention 

to the way its menus work, perhaps to atone for the 
crimes committed by Burnout 3's interface (see 
‘Commandments’), with online functions accessed 


With the advent of PSP, PS3 and 360, 
elements of the console dashboard carry 
through to the games themselves, from 
PSP and PS3's save systems and warning 
screens to Xbox 360's profile and storage 
location choices. Many players find their 
sudden appearances distracting from a 
game's individual style - Devil May Cry 4's 
baroque typographic excesses don't 
exactly match PS3's minimal leanings, for 
instance. And they still tend to be used 
rather inconsistently: one game might use 
a custom save screen, but another might 
use a swooshed interjection from an 

Xbox 360 blade. Also more prevalent on 
modern platforms are standard warning 
messages and splash screens, necessary in 
an age of greater technical complexity and 
legal caution: game engine logos, 'don't 
switch off while the hard drive light is 
blinking', and 'game experience may 
change during online play’. Practical 
though they may be, they're interruptions 
to get through before the game begins. 


with the D-pad through a discrete menu in 
the lower left area of the screen without 
pausing the action. It's a design that 
simultaneously promotes the game's online 
component and ensures that the flow of 
play never breaks. That flow is also never 
broken by the need to load or save - the 
game automatically saves and starts with the 
car you last used at the last junkyard you 
visited, meaning that players rarely need 
visit the decidedly more clunky start menu. 
Eden Games' recent Alone In The Dark, 
meanwhile, dispensed with a Resident Evil- 
style inventory in favour of its hero's coat, 
with the camera diving down to give access 
to it in real time. But though it fits into play 
more smoothly and credibly than a separate 
menu, it highlights the problem that finding 
'real-world' solutions to gaming problems 
can make the game more awkward. Burnout 
Paradise's races are found at different 
junctions around its city, requiring a journey 
to access, while, in usability terms, A/TD's 
coat is simply not a good interface to equip, 
combine and administer a game's inventory. 
Such attempts at transparency are not a 
new idea - the flow of play in Super Mario 3 
is still far smoother. Rather, it's an art that 
games have had to re-learn and develop 
since they became so complex, and it's 
something that requires a lot more learning. 
The fact is, few modern games can get away 
with eradicating options menus and game 
information. The elegant solution posed by 
Race Driver: Grid is to make them a physical 
part of the world. Text for the main menu 
hangs as 3D objects in the atmospheric 
garage that forms the base for career mode; 
selecting options causes the camera to 
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RESIDENT EVIL 2 


Resident Evil divides options 
between two screens - a 
systems-based one and one 
that displays maps, files and 
the inventory. The division is 
sensible as it ensures that 
players aren't reminded of 
technical matters during play. 


DEVIL MAY CRY 4 


The Devil May Cry series 
has always featured menus 
filled with an explosion of 
melodramatically Gothic 
fonts. In DMC4 they're fairly 
you're racing in — transforms restrained, but they still jar 
them, grounding them as a against the game's use of 
natural part of the game. c the PS3 save system. 


RACE DRIVER: GRID 


In terms of their content, 
Grid's menus aren't special 
at all, but they way they're 
presented - as if they're 
part of the environments 
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swoop over to a new part of the room. To 
manage sponsorships, it moves over to your 
car, with its decals immediately reflecting 
each change you make; to start a race event, 
it goes to a glass-topped case; events already 
won are covered by a trophy. Once on the 
track, driver names hover over the cars 
during the opening flypast of the starting 
grid. There’s no attempt to curb or hide 
away the interface here: it instead has 
better continuity with the game, making 

its appearances markedly less jarring. 

And then there’s the other way of 
doing things: honing and perfecting the 
interface and menus into sublime 
experiences in and of themselves. Fire up 
an EA Sports game and you're immediately 
struck by the special balance of practical 
usability and inspirational aestheticism at 
which EA is so adept. The publisher 
employed Schematic, a design house that 
worked on the computer interfaces of 
Minority Report, to create the branding and 
menu system in NBA Live 07, which features 
a dynamic blend of a 3D player in a floodlit 
hall, overlays of bold text and skewed arrays 
of team badges, all accompanied by 
carefully selected licensed music. 

But it's the Halo series that really shows 
what game menus can achieve. The original 
Halo streamlined the save/load system with 
the simple command 'save and quit': no 
more hunting for the save slot, easy for all. 
We have Halo 2 to thank for creating the 
party multiplayer system, a way of gathering 
a bunch of players that stays together 
through an online gaming session, as well 
as functions that directly inspired Xbox 360's 
essential Live capabilities - seeing what 


EJ c 
22> Otnons><—— 


+> GAME OPTIONS 


wa n NH 
À Adjust the Lock-On target, 

* Mini-Map, Camera, and Tutorial N 
y screen settings. " 
% 


Moe c 


@CONFIRM @EXIT 


friends were playing while in-game, sending party 
invites and initiating voice chats. And though it was 
complex and offered deep customisation, it remained 
simple and flexible to use. Halo 3 extended the party 
concept further, making it the basis for access to each 
of its five game types, even when playing alone. The 
effect is to make Halo 3's online component a 
transparent and intrinsic part of the game, allowing 
remote players to join any session without the host 
needing to revert to a main menu and hit the 
multiplayer option. And though it's even more 
functionally rich than Halo 2, adding custom maps, 
file shares and a whole lot more to the mix, it's even 


easier to navigate. Halo is all the proof you need that 
menus need not be assimilated smoothly into the game 
to be a valuable component of the experience. 
Halo 3 credits two people with its interface design: 
two people on the team dedicated to something that 
isn't actually the game itself. It shows how the best 
developers invest much effort in the dowdily 
administrational sections of their productions: they 
know that no one wants to jump over hurdles to get 
to the fun part. And, certainly, they're learning how 
to better present the reams of new functions and 
features that today's games possess. But whether there's 
an ideal approach — whether to perfectly integrate 
interfaces into the game so that you never notice them, 
or to polish and craft them into sharply efficient systems 
that operate strictly outside play itself — is probably 
irrelevant. If they can strike that special balance between 
quietly serving up the game and being a pleasure to use 
then, whether we acknowledge them or not, 
they've achieved their goal. x 


Photography: Brian Post 
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and polished as when it was first installed in 
the early ‘50s. 

To be more specific, it was 1952 when the 
22-year-old Bob Lawton decided to abandon 
chemistry and found Funspot. A small loan 
from his grandmother, some craftsman skills 
and an idea about making lanes for miniature 
golf indoors probably didn‘t make him seem 
like the next Howard Hughes. But Funspot 
was of its time, and not least as a part of 
the rise of popular culture in the US. 


That's something of that in Lawton’s 
‘One Big Rule’ for running Funspot: “Keep 
looking for something new." There's a 
willingness to explore anything that might 
attract customers to an arcade, whether it's 
as simple as the latest coin-op or, as was the 
case recently, a set of bowling lanes. That 
mixture of curiosity and business sense has 
been the backbone of Funspot, and the 
reason it has survived the bumpy times that 
have claimed others: the videogame boom 
of the early '80s and the recession that 
followed broke the back of the arcade 
business worldwide, and certainly gave 
Lawton a bloody nose. But after the closure 
of five locations that had been acquired 
during the good years, Funspot's operation 
returned to a focus on base camp and 
survived without ever coming close to 
financial trouble. The only mistake it made? 
It didn't keep hold of all of the old cabinets. 

In the late '90s, a long-serving employee 
named Gary Vincent had an idea. Funspot 
still had classic machines scattered around its 


premises: why not collect them together 
and try to give visiting audiences a new 
perspective? Retro chic wasn't that big a part 
of the videogame landscape in 1998 — and 
neither was a dedication to preserving physical 
videogame history. This idea became the 
Classic Arcade Museum - a non-profit 
organisation and collection of over 250 
working video arcade machines from the early 
'70s through to 1987, including the likes of 
Computer Space and Pong — which has 
become an international focal point for 
retrogaming and its followers. 

This revival of old gaming hardware had 
a significant local impact: just a year after the 
Classic Arcade Museum was launched, the 
vintage videogame lovers appeared on the 
scene. Weirs Beach became the new Mecca of 
self-styled *old-school skill gamers', the vast 
majority of whom were males in their late 30s 
who have known each other since the 
arcade's heyday. Still breaking records today, 
gaming's most notorious bad boy Billy Mitchell 
established himself as hero and villain of the 
newly emerging niche scene after his 
magnificent achievement of the ‘perfect 


game’ on Pac-Man in 1999. Of course, he 
did it on an original cabinet at the Classic 
Arcade Museum 

What seemed to have vanished with the 
arcades in the ‘80s was now visible again: 
the first wave of professional retrogamers 
had finally found a home. One player even 
retired from his banking career to move to 
Weirs Beach and pursue high-scores full- 
time. Funspot and its Classic Arcade Museum 
continue to push the old gaming cabinets 
beyond nostalgia with their yearly 
tournaments, and have recently been 
attracting wider attention. Some of the finer 
moments in the recent, brilliant gaming 
documentary The King Of Kong bore 
fascinating witness to the level of obsession 
and compulsion that can be found here — and 
in the wake of that film's success, several 
other filmmakers have made a similar 
pilgrimage. Funspot's future and its place in 
the videogaming community seem secure, and 
we recently talked to Lawton and Vincent 
about how it's got here - and where it's going. 
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Looking way back, Bob, how did you 
convince your grandmother to lend you 
$750 to get started in 1952? 

Bob Lawton: She had plenty of money so | 
don’t think that amount was anything special 
to her — but | didn't have any money, and 
$750 was enough to buy the lumber and get 
us off the ground. We opened on the fourth 
of July weekend in 1952, and we had lines of 
people waiting to get in at 35 cents a round 
for a nine-hole indoor golf course. 


How did you experience the process 

of radical change from classic arcade 
attractions to videogames, almost 30 
years after opening up Funspot? 

BL: We had a large game operator, he used to 
come in here during the summer — we only 
opened during summer at the time. We had 
the usual old mechanical games like baseballs, 
pinballs and rifle galleries and | can remember 
him coming in and waving his arm and saying: 
“Let me get rid of this junk and put in some 
good machines.” | agreed, and he started 
putting games in. The first one was Tank: a 
one- or twoplayer game, for a quarter each. 
Each player had to pay a quarter! | was 
getting dimes for the games I'd had. But that 
one game took in more than everything else. 
It took me about one week to know that 
videogames was gonna be it. So we took out 
pool tables and kept adding videogames. It 
was just the heyday, it was just an amazing 
situation. It unfortunately isn't booming like 

it was any more. We had to diversify and put 
in bingo and all sorts of other attractions 
because you couldn't depend on videogames 
forever. They died commercially for us in 
about 1990, so we had to act accordingly if 
we wanted to stay in business. 


You have several attractions that are very 
old and traditional, like Skee-Ball. Is it 
important for you to retain the spirit that 
existed when you started out? 

BL: Yeah, there is no question about it. One of 


the reasons is because we are so big here, we 
have so much floor space, that we've been 
able to retain a lot of the old classic games. 


When videogames began to fade away 
from arcades at the end of the '80s, 

you started to sell or junk most of the 
machines. Now, with the Classic Arcade 
Museum, you've got them back, right? 
Gary Vincent: The old machines were 
scattered around [at Funspot]. It started with 
gathering all those games together in one 
area. And then slowly building from there. 
BL: We bought some back from eBay, and a 


lot of people donated games. It's a place to 
retain these games, to make sure they're not 
junked any more. Often, we gotta start all 
over and renovate them. 


It can't be easy to keep the old machines 
running all the time - how much time 
goes into their maintenance? 

GV: It's a problem we do run into. This year, 
for a tournament, we had several machines 
that we just could not get running for various 
reasons. A lot of time. 


You say you have the biggest arcade 
in the world - how do you know that? 
BL: Just this past tournament we had here, 
the Guinness Book Of Records was here 
and they presented us with a certificate 
that says we are the largest arcade in the 
world by number of machines. Guinness 
of course checked on that to be sure. We 
have claimed it for some time now — nobody 
said any different — but Guinness has to 
check things out and they did, and they 
said, yes, you are the largest arcade in 

the world. 


What's the reaction like from people 
visiting the Classic Arcade Museum? 

BL: They come in and see it and just go crazy 
because they played those games 15 years 
ago or something: "Wow, look at this, | used 
to play this!" And we find them showing their 
kids these titles because they're different types 
of games. If you would have taken those over 
250 games that we have up in the Classic 
Museum and open a place somewhere with 
just those games in it, you couldn't make it. 
You could not exist as a business — you've got 
to have these other attractions. But the Classic 
Museum has real value in other ways - it's a 


great way for us to gain publicity — and we are 
all proud of the fact that we are the largest 
arcade in the world, up here in Weirs Beach 
with a population of 16,500 people. 


Does being responsible for the Classic 
Arcade Museum make you a technician, 
a historian, or just a gamer? 

GV: | see my role more as... | guess, 
technician, restorationist — if there is such a 
word. And just trying to keep the history, the 
feeling, that vibe of the old arcade days alive 
so that, when people come in - like they have 
this year at the tournament — it was amazing 
to me how many just approached me and 
said: "I wanna shake your hand and thank 
you for this because... it's amazing! I’ve had 
so much fun, this is fantastic." | guess this 
elation you get when people say that, that it's 
like "Wow!", then I’m just happy that | was 
able to do something that gave these people 
a day or a weekend of fun. 


Why did you set the cutoff date as 1987? 
GV: We set the cutoff date as 1987 because 
that is pretty much about the time when we 
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noticed that the videogame industry was 
starting to change. Instead of having fantasy- 
based games, puzzle-based, space shoot 

‘em up games or whatever, it seemed to 
switch over to more of what | call ‘kick- 
punch-shoot' games. That's why we picked 
1987 as a cutoff year. 


Do you have rules about emulation? 

GV: When it comes to emulation we prefer 

to stick to the original machines. We have 
three Laserdisc games in our collection — 
Asteron Belt, Space Ace and Dragon’s Lair — 
and although | do have the original hardware 
that goes in them they are so unreliable to 
run in a public setting that all three of those 
machines are running Daphne emulators. 

We have the original Laserdisc players and 
discs stored. All of us lived in that era when 
Laserdisc games came out and they were 
gonna be the saviour of arcades. This is where 
the future was going: "Hurrah, Laserdiscs will 
save the day." And after about two months, 
when all the Laserdisc players started to break 
down, it became like: "Uh... | think these 
games are gonna cost us a lot of money." And 


and the movie is called Altar Of The Unnamed. 
They designed a game and did the movie 
around the game because they noticed that in 
the past movies like The Last Starfighter or 
Tron were made about videogames that never 
existed. It was fascinating to watch. We 
actually had to close the museum for six 
straight days because they came in with a full 
production crew — they had two rental trucks 
filled with film equipment here, they were 
laying down dolly tracks up there to roll the 
cameras on, they had director, assistant 
director, producer, 20 production assistants, 
make-up artists. It was just an amazing thing. 


Videogames have grown to become an 
important part of mainstream culture, 
but why do you think retrogaming has 
become such a big deal? 

GV: | don't know if there is really any one 
correct answer for that. | guess it's maybe 
America's fascination with fads. Things like the 
hula hoop — all of a sudden, it's like everybody 
had to have a hula hoop. And then they just 
went by the wayside. But videogames caught 
on. There was this videogame culture anyway, 


"I'D LIKE TO SEEK OUT SPONSORSHIP TO EXPAND THE 
MUSEUM. WE STILL HAVE AT LEAST 50 MORE GAMES 
IN STORAGE THAT NEED COMPLETE RESTORATION" 


they would be out of order for weeks because 
you'd have to ship the Laserdisc player back to 
the distributor where it would sit in a pile of 
probably 150 other broken Laserdisc players 
until somebody got around to fixing it. Then 
they'd send it back, and a month later it 
would break again. So rather than relive that 
experience again, we use emulators for just 
those games. 


Since the Classic Arcade Museum's launch, 
a big community of classic videogame 
players has formed around Funspot. Are 
you personally involved with that? 

GV: I've noticed the big resurgence in classic 
game playing, but | don't really get involved 
with the ins and outs of the gaming 
community because I'm so involved with what 
| do here for work. So | usually read about it 
on the internet or have casual conversations 
with the people that | do know. And there 
have been three films filmed here, which is 
just amazing to me. Everyone is probably 
familiar with The King Of Kong that was 
filmed during the 2005 tournament. There 
was another documentary being filmed at the 
same time called Chasing Ghosts: Beyond 

The Arcade. The third one was shot this past 
March - it's a film company out of New York 


and it exploded right after the era of Space 
Invaders, Asteroids and Pac-Man. With Pac- 
Man, of course, it really went through the roof 
because it was the first game that had a 
character that you could use for marketing 
and sell everything from Pac-Man underwear 
to Pac-Man lunchboxes, Pac-Man halloween 
costumes, any sort of glassware that you 
could stick Pac-Man on. | remember when | 
first started here at Funspot, quite a lot of our 
prizes at the prize counter were Pac-Man 
things because that was just the rage. 


Do you ever get videogame legends 
dropping by for a quick play on their 
favourite machines? 
GV: No, we haven't really attracted any of 
the Nolan Bushnells or Pete Kaufmans, who 
founded Exidy, or such because most of those 
people were based on the west coast — 
California or whatever. Some of them tend to 
show up at the west coast shows, but it's not 
really convenient for them to fly cross-country. 
And either flying to Boston and driving two 
and a half hours here, or flying to Manchester, 
New Hampshire, and driving an hour and 15 
minutes here... 

But we would love to see people like that 
come here, especially during our tournament, 


which is the focal point for the year. We did 
have Ralph Baer at our tournament last year, 
the inventor of the home videogame [see 
E151]. Ralph lives here in New Hampshire, so 
we sent a limousine down to his house last 
year, brought him up for the day and people 
were just thrilled to see him because he 
doesn't go out often any more. Ralph is, 
believe, 86 years old now — he doesn't travel 
as much as he did in the past. 


What is the next goal for the Classic 
Arcade Museum? 

GV: Next goal for the Arcade Museum is 

that I’d like to start actively seeking out 
corporate sponsorship or private individual 
sponsorship to expand the museum. We still 
have at least 50 more games in storage that 
need complete restoration. And | have many 
ideas in my head that | won't share at the 
moment but that | would love to implement — 
but of course it's all based on funding to keep 
the museum expanding to the way that I 
envision it going. 


And you get no money from the state? 
GV: Oh, no. And the income that comes in 
from those old games is minimal at best. 


Is Funspot what you imagined it would be 
when you founded it over 50 years ago? 
BL: Well, I'm always looking ahead, as 
anybody will tell you. We have a five-acre lot 
to the north of us here that is beautiful and 
we want to put a hotel on that site. We've 
talked with some hotel people already. We 
don't have the money to do it ourselves at this 
time but we've been looking at different 
investors and ways of how we might be able 
to do it. We are all convinced that is the next 
move that Funspot has to do because we 
would then call it the Funspot Resort, and a 
resort is somewhere that has a place to stay, 

a place to eat and a place to do something. 


Do you ever contemplate retiring? 

BL: No. | live right here on the property and | 
open this business seven days a week at eight 
o'clock in the morning. And I’m working over 
60 hours a week now. | do it because | enjoy 
it. | play golf a lot after work and | go to 
Orlando for six weeks every year now, to a 
golf resort. I'm happy, | have no idea of 
retiring. In fact, the first day of my retirement, 
l'd be wondering what was | gonna do today 
— and | never have to worry about that. | 
mean, | got a list right here on the table of 
stuff that Gary and | gotta do that'll take us 

a week. | like to be busy, | like to be working, 


| like to keep moving, | like to be 
thinking of new things all the time. rx 


gr" 
PARADISE FOUND 
MIDWAY. | E 


vsstiieeei" 


Subscribe to Edge and get 
TWO exclusive T-shirts free 


a 


The Feisar name and logo are © Sony Computer 
Entertainment Europe, and used under licence 


€ Get two exclusive Edge T-Shirts 
- available in Medium or Large LIVE IN THE US? 

@ Save 35% off the cover price Subscribe to Edge, receive two free 

e Pay by Direct Debit — T-shirts and save yourself over $40! 
only £9.50 per quarter Call Toll Free: 1-300-428-3003 (ref: a126) 


e Free delivery direct to your door | Online: www.imsnews.com/edge-al26 
@ Never miss an issue 


ONLINE: www.myfavouritemagazines.co.uk/edg/P126 
CALL: 0844 848 2852 (quote ref P126) 


You will receive 13 issues per year. Your subscription will start with the next available issue. Minimum subscription term is 12 months. If at any time during the first 60 days you are 
dissatisfied please notify Us in writing and we will refund you for all un-mailed issues. The free gift is subject to availability. In the unlikely event of stocks becoming exhausted, we reserve 
the right to substitute with items of a similar value. Offer ends: August 28 2008. Order ref: P126. Prices for overseas subscribers can be found at www. myfavouritemagazines.co.uk/edg 


Edge’s most played 


Virtua Fighter 5 
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All those humiliating defeats on 
Live were forgotten the first time 
we fooled Akira with a few 
backward steps, before unleashing 
a hot dog throw for a perfect win. 
360, PS3, SEGA 


Resident Evil 4 Wii Edition 


A few days in an Amsterdam flat 
with Leon, Ashley, those loveable 
Ganados and the improved Wii 
control scheme may just be the 
best busman's holiday there is. 
Wil, CAPCOM 


Civilization Revolution 


Play as the Russians - that's our 
tip. Catherine the Buxom appears 
to confer certain advantages in 
multiplayer: her charms have 


proven potent diplomatic assets. 
360, PS3, 2KGAMES 


The philosopher’s stone 


Is going back to classics a sign of maturity? 


t would be difficult to look 
jue any recent Edge 

Review section and avoid 
a remake, a reimagining or a 
reworking of an old game. In some 
cases these are little more than 
ports, spruced up with a higher 
resolution or an extra costume. 
Some are almost new games, their 
source material transmogrified into 
something that the originals barely 
hinted at. Most, of course, fall 
somewhere in the middle. 

It's too easy to sneer at these 
games as lazy cash-ins: in many 
cases, they are literally remade 
from the ground up. Obviously the 
companies behind them hope that 
the brand recognition will help 
shift a few units, but there's 
something else going on. The thing 
is - and how many times have you 
heard variations on this theme? — 
in terms of 2D games, there's really 
not much that can't be done on 
current gaming hardware, be it 
Xbox 360, PC, PS3 or Wii. 

What many of these remakes 
aim for and achieve, it could be 
argued, is to be the definitive 
versions of their source. And that 
makes sense: will the original 
Bionic Commando ever need to 
be remade again after Bionic 
Commando Rearmed? Will 


Capcom isn't shy of reworking old franchises: 
Bionic Commando Rearmed, 1942: Joint Strike, 
Commando 3: Wolf Of The Battlefield, Megaman 
9, and Super Street Fighter Il Turbo HD Remix 
are just examples in an ever-expanding line 


Rearmed ever need to be remade? 
And in 20 years will someone who 
hears about a great but underused 
mechanic in an old Capcom game 
choose to have a go at playing the 
original or the remake? 

Capcom's had both successes 
and failures in this field, of course: 
1942 arguably lost much of what 
made the original great by going 
widescreen, but something like 
GameCube Resident Evil was an 
unqualified success. In some cases, 
remakes deserve to supersede the 
originals and, regardless of any 
hand-wringing, it's the remakes 
that players will tend to remember. 

It's a sobering thought. Perhaps 
in a few decades' time only crusty 
old guffers will think of the SNES 
when Street Fighter ll is mentioned, 
since the ignorant whippersnappers 
of the day will know Capcom's 
famous fighting game in the 
form of SSFIITHDR. And why 
shouldn't they? Those who would 
deride remakes as being by their 
nature pale imitations are 
poisoned by nostalgia. It's always 
important to remember where 
you come from, as the imminent 
Mega Man 9's aesthetics do 
gloriously — but equally important 
to keep in mind that we are 
living in the present. LA 
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Soul Calibur IV 
PS3, 360 


Siren: Blood Curse 
PS3 


Blast Works: 
Build, Trade, Destroy 
wit 


Guitar Hero On Tour 
DS 


American McGee's Grimm 
PC 


Bionic Commando Rearmed 
360, PS3 


Final Fantasy Tactics A2 
DS 


Schizoid 
360 


Battle Fantasia 
360, PS3 


Secret Agent Clank 
PSP 


Super Mario Stadium: 
Family Baseball 
wil 


Pokémon Mystery Dungeon: 
Explorers Of Time/Darkness 
DS 


Final Fantasy IV 
DS 


Daigasso! Band Brothers DX 
DS 


Hail To The Chimp 
360, PS3 
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SOUL CALIBUR IV 


PS3 (VERSION TESTED) RELEASE: OUT NOW 


BISOFT 
Y IN: E189 


DEVELOPER: BANDAI NAMCO 


There are essentially two paths to take 
with character creation: use the game's 
predefined sets of clothing, or create 
the most tasteless outfit possible to 
humiliate your defeated opponents 


ike the middle child stuck between 
L| an overachieving older sibling and a 

dumb-but-popular younger one, 
Soul Calibur doesn't always seem to know 
what it wants to be. On one side there's 
Virtua Fighter, home of throw-defence 
guard-buffering and Akira's infamous knee, 
so technically perfect yet incredibly 
demanding that it inspires devotion among 
everyone who 'gets' it. On the other there's 


Tekken, content to fill its games with boxing 
kangaroos and dancing bears, promising a 
sixth iteration in which Bruce Irvin lays 
chickens and Paul Phoenix boasts six-foot 
hair. Soul Calibur, then, is left to shuffle 
uneasily between both positions — promising 
technical improvements but offering up 
improbable breast physics, Darth Vader, and 
a character from popular anime Sgt Frog. It's 
a tale of swords and souls in which everyone 
keeps their dignity until you knock off their 
cuirass and make them fight in their bra. 
The partial nudity does serve a purpose, 
however. Next to the usual health bar, each 
character now has a Soul Gauge, a blue orb 


In the Tower Of Lost Souls' three-on- 
three matches each side can instantly 
tag fighters in and out with a tap of a 
> button, making the lack of a fourplayer 
© tag-team mode even more bewildering 


- ^N SS 


Small, unwalled arenas offer a decisive advantage to larger fighters, allowing a slasher like Raphael to drive his opponent 
out of the ring for a cheap win. This makes random stage select the only sportsmanlike option in a gentlemanly match 


It's a tale of swords and souls in which 
everyone keeps their dignity until you knock off 
their cuirass and make them fight in their bra 


that gradually turns red as its owner guards 
against attacks without retaliating. Once 

it's depleted, a further hit will shatter the 
defender's helmet, breastplate or trousers, 
depending on where the attack was aimed, 
making further hits to that area more 
damaging. But there's more: if the aggressor 
can hit all their buttons (or L1, control 
scheme allowing) at the instant of the smash, 
the game goes into a preset, Fatality-style 
animation and declares a victory by Critical 
Finish. It sounds potentially game-breaking 
and at the top level of competition it might 
well be — with no arcade location-testing it's 
possible that exploits will be found allowing 


for near-automatic victories by skilled enough 
players. In lower-tier Soul Calibur, it makes 
almost no difference to the game - nobody 
blocks enough to suffer the indignity of 
being stripped, and on the rare occasions 
that they do the window of opportunity 

is so miniscule that a finish is impossible. 
Against mid-level opposition, though, the 
effect is exactly as intended — blocking is 
fine, but turtling is impossible, because 
offering no threat makes the timing of the 
fatal hit much easier. Always an offensive 
game, Calibur now matches the parry-riposte 
tempo of a 'real' sword fight even better, 
and presumably that's the point. Certainly, 
it's more exciting — given a dusting of current 
generation prettiness, every clash of swords 
seems potentially lethal, and even blocked 
blows make characters recoil elastically. 
Redesigned arenas make the frustration and 
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Sadly, Critical Finishes are often less than spectacular — 
they don't provoke the heart-in-mouth feel as Street 
Fighter's ultra moves or Guilty Gear's instant kills 
ie ea 
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Vader boasts fan-pleasing moves like the 
Force choke, a long-range saber impale and 
an overhead throw like the one used to 
dispatch the Emperor in Return Of The Jedi. 
His apprentice, doing a bit of promotion 
for Force Unleashed, is more acrobatic 


elation of the Ring Out a decisive factor 

in battle, with different designs offering 
subtle advantages to different styles of 
fighter. The series' trademark eight-way 

run, meanwhile, remains an essential part 

of play, though throws are slightly easier to 
counter so that less manoeuvrable characters 
still stand a chance. 

Strictly speaking, there are only two 
completely new story-based characters to 
master — boss Algol and pike-wielding 
fraulein Hilde — although Sophitia's sister 
Cassandra and Raphael's adopted daughter 
Amy have been reworked radically enough to 
make them feel like fresh additions to the 
series. Hilde is clearly best, her short sword 
and pike style making her a worthy rival to 
mainstay Kilik, but Algol breaks the tradition 
of ill-balanced uber-enemies and manages to 
bring a gun to the party without seeming 
hopelessly out of place. Five new characters, 
each created by a prominent anime designer, 
provide sub-bosses for the game's story 
mode, though they share movesets with 
existing characters. And finally, of course, 
there's Vader and his apprentice - much 
better suited to the Soul Calibur universe 
than Spawn, Necrid or Link, their lack of 
coherent backstory doesn't prevent them 
from being worthy picks in the game's Versus 
mode. On the basis of 360 preview code, 


Ashlotte the clockwork girl is the best designed of the bonus characters — designed by the Tenjho Tenge and Air 
Gear artist Ito Ogure, known as Oh! Great, who also supplied custom outfits for the PlayStation 2 version of Tekken 5 


Yoda is less well-balanced — and unthrowable 
to boot - but the fact remains that, if you 
don't like the Star Wars characters, you can 
simply ignore them. They certainly don't 
appear in Tower Of Lost Souls, the challenge 
mode which replaces the last iteration's Tales 
Of Souls. Pitting a team of player-controlled 
characters against a pack of customised Al 
opponents, the Tower outfits each side with 
abilities that vary from the simple — extra 
health or damage, say — to the outlandish — 
such as an increased likelihood that they'll 
automatically parry attacks. The tactical 
combinations possible make solo play an 
infuriatingly addictive experience — maybe 
Hyper Damage Maxi and Auto Unblockable 
Mitsurugi are what's needed to crack level 


23? - but the mode's real purpose is to serve 
as a primer for the game's Special Versus 
mode, where two players can pit tooled-up 
characters against each other. 

And this, in fact, is what turns out to be 
Soul Calibur's niche. Rather than strive for 
Swiss-watch perfection or descend to 
banana-skin slapstick, it's content to occupy 
the middle ground, improving on its own 
strong points and piling in extra content as 
fan service. It's unlikely to draw in new 
players with its subtler game dynamics — 
but then, that's what Darth Vader and those 
ridiculously low-cut tops are for. It'll certainly 
pique interest in online duelling, but whether 
it can withstand the coming onslaught of 
Street Fighter IV remains to be seen [8] 


el personalities 


One of the most engaging 
improvements to Soul Calibur IV 
is its expansion of the character 
creation mode. Every character 
now uses the moveset of one of 
the existing fighters - making 
female Astaroths and Voldos 
never gets old, though our 
masculine Ivy proved less 
popular. Customisation options 
are plentiful, although a large 
array of items are devoted to 
making characters look like 
Harajuku cosplayers. Once hats 
and shoes are assigned, the 
points attached to them can 

be assigned to extra health, 
damage or other attributes, 
making every character unique. 
Star Wars fans, though, will be 
disappointed that there's no 
opportunity to tinker with 
Vader's character model or the 
lightsaber style, depriving them 
of the chance to make their own 
Qui-Gon or Maul. 
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SIREN: BLOOD CURSE 
| EPISODES 1-3 


FORMAT: PS3 RELEASE: OUT NOW 
PUBLISHER: SCE DEVELOPER: IN-HOUSE PREVIOUSLY IN: E190 


Although combat is generally clumsy, 
Blood Curse's characters feature varying 
degrees of fighting skill. Howard is pretty 
safe with just a sickle or a shovel, but 

it's game over for young Bella if she so 
much as enters the range of a shibito 
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nnovation rarely goes smoothly. 
lo Sony had ambitious plans 
for the remake of its PS2 survival 

horror game, Siren. The game was to be the 
focus of the company’s first substantial test 
of downloadable episodic content as a viable 
delivery model. A fresh instalment was to be 
offered every week, in the hope of cultivating 
a TV-style cliffhanger audience as the sinister 
plot thickened. But there was an issue. The 
game's core engine takes up the majority of 
the first episode's gigabyte bulk, leaving 
space for barely 15 minutes of actual play. 
Wisely deciding this wasn't sufficient bait to 
hook the desired audience, Sony grouped the 
12 episodes into handy batches of three, 
though structural leftovers remain in the 
form of breathless Lost-style montages 
recapping character predicaments at the 
beginning and end of each segment. 

Remake perhaps doesn't fully describe 
the relationship between Blood Curse and 
the original Siren. The central concept 
remains the same — players creep through 
the secluded Japanese village of Hanuda, 


Shibito are scary on the outside and even scarier from the 
interior: while you're sightjacking, they mumble repetitively 
either in shrill whispers (FROM the women) or throaty grunts 
(the men), giving you a glimpse into their restless torment 


which is beset by a curse turning its 
inhabitants into zombie-like drones called 
‘shibito’ — and the story appears mostly 
unchanged, three episodes in. It's significant, 
though, that the literal meaning of the 
Japanese title is ‘Siren: New Translation,’ 
because the biggest difference between this 
and the original is that, like so many Asian 
horrors of recent years, Siren has been 
translated into American 


As with classic survival horrors the handgun is very 

effective against your shuffling enemies. But ammunition 
is scant, and the stress of managing resources leaves 
you tense even when you're at your most powerful 


For those who remember and - less likely 
- fully comprehend the intricacies of the 
original storyline, the decision to broaden 
its appeal to western gamers by inserting 
a mainly English-speaking cast is probably 
a logical one. But it does offer up some 
spectacular plot convolutions in order to 
simultaneously situate so many foreigners 
in a remote Japanese wood at midnight. 
Crammed into the opening sequence are 


Survival horror needn't be transparently 
plotted so Long as it remains genuinely 
chilling, and that's absolutely the case here 


an American camera crew filming for a 
'tales of the paranormal' cable show, the 
ex-husband of the show's presenter with 
their young daughter, and an American 
high school student who interrupts the 
sacrificial ritual around which the whole 
set is gathered. 

Explanation for these events is at a 
minimum. Progression through the episodes 
brings with it various items and possessions 
which can be examined through the archive 
and which shed gradual light on the 
backstory, but after three episodes much 
remains a mystery. Blood Curse succeeds 
despite these shortcomings, though. As 
the game's producer Keiichiro Toyama 
proved with his earlier work, Silent Hill, 
survival horror needn't be transparently 
plotted so long as it remains genuinely 
chilling, and that's absolutely the case here. 
Much of the effect is generated by the 
constant, near-impenetrable darkness. 
Control is first passed to the player as one 
character is escaping a shibito policeman 
on a deserted country road, and the route 


to safety is made totally invisible by the 
lack of light; players are forced to run into 
the darkness from the outset, hoping for 

a way out, or face off against the deranged 
officer unarmed. 

It's not just the dark that hinders our 
perception. As both the Silent Hill and 
Resident Evil series have done in the past, 
Blood Curse achieves its scares partly by 
obstructing our senses. The game is 
visually very strong, with grimly detailed 
locations littered with bloodstains, incidental 
articles and solid, realistic characters. But, 
playing against the fidelity of the image, 
and the more general march towards the 
high-def horizon, is a subtle and unsettling 
sheen of static fuzz that is layered across 
the screen. 

However, there’s a clumsiness to the 
controls which surely could have been 
avoided. Instead of the now nearly 
ubiquitous two-stick system - left for 
moving, right for looking — Blood Curse 
reverts back to an old fashioned single-stick 
setup, in which the left stick both moves 
forward and backward and looks to either 
side. It's contrived, perhaps, but undeniably 
effective in ramping up tension: peripheral 
vision is closed in due to the effort it takes to 
scan left and right, and without the ability to 
circle or strafe, turning every corner becomes 
a wait-and-see test of nerves. Creeping 
through corridors and doorways in the short 
window of opportunity presented by a 
shibito turning its back invariably descends 
into a blundering fumble of rising panic. 

And, for the most part, combat is 
similarly cumbersome, with hand to hand 
confrontations suicidal and melee weapons 
connecting erratically with enemies. But 
then, the game was built for avoiding 


confrontation rather than revelling in it. 
Siren's unique selling point over other 
survival horrors remains sightjacking, the 
ability of certain characters to see through 
the eyes of the shibito. While the game 
remains focused on atmosphere and 
aesthetics, concessions have been made to 
a more dynamic style of play, with the new 
ability to move and sightjack simultaneously 
using splitscreen. This heightens the primary 
thrill of the mechanic — seeing your hiding 
place through the eyes of an ever-nearing 
shibito — by setting it in motion. This is 
never clearer than in the extraordinarily 
fraught third episode, during which a 
young girl must escape from an infested 


The newly-introduced splitscreen sightjacking gives added 
pace to what is essentially the same sneak-hide-sneak 


mechanic of the original game. It's not just a case of making 


things easier, though, as each strip of vision is now 
considerably narrowed, and keeping track of the images’ 
relation to each other during tense flights is challenging 


While the left stick moves, the right stick controls torch 
movement. It's occasionally useful, but more often the 
torch is just unnerving, throwing looming shadows on to 
walls which further obstruct your already dimmed vision 


hospital, distracting, slipping past and 
hiding from shibito on several floors, 
using her psychic ability to judge when 
to run and when to pause, and catching 
horrible, fleeting glimpses of herself 
flashing around corners. 

The second and third episodes last 
around 40 minutes each, and the low price 
for the first set of three combined makes 
them excellent value. Assuming the length 
remains reasonably constant throughout, 
the entire game will last in the region of 
eight hours and is also now on sale. Sony's 
plan for episodic content may have 
floundered, but Blood Curse is a striking 
success regardless [8] 


The archive - which includes 


items such as production 
documents for the ‘Encounters’ 
TV program and character 
Howard Wright's student ID - is 
a simple and effective way to 
add depth to character and 
situation without disrupting 
the sharp, objective-based focus 
of the central game. There are 
even clues to further extra- 
textual exploration, such as the 
web address for Wright's blog 
(hw-biker.blog-paradise.com). 
It's an ingenious way for a 
game necessarily restricted in 
space to broaden its reach, 
although the threadbare 
continuity of the core story 
suggests that Siren's creators 
could have struck a better 
balance between essential and 
extraneous information. 
SARL LANL SH IC SE ATA ET US 
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BLAST WORKS: BUILD, 
FUSE & DESTROY 


FORMAT: Wil RELEASE: OUT NOW 
PUBLISHER: MAJESCO DEVELOPER: BUDCAT CREATIONS 


Three other Kenta Cho shooters 
are included in the Blast Works 
package, though only unlocked 
after fulfilling certain criteria in 
the numbing main campaign. It’s 
worth losing a few hours of your 
life to, however, because the 
three titles - rRootage, Gunroar, 
and Torus Trooper - are far better 
examples of why his work is held 
in such esteem. Gunroar, in 
particular, is a mini-masterpiece, 
but both Torus Trooper (a more 
fast-paced mix of shooting and 
racing) and rRootage (basically 

a boss jamboree) are excellent. 
There's also the original version 
of Tumiki Warriors for good 
measure, which seems somehow 
superior to the reworked version. 
All of the games have reworked 
graphics, and go a significant way 
to mitigating the disappointment 
of the regular campaign mode. 


last Works is many things: it’s 
| a shooter; it’s a vehicle for user- 

generated content on the Wii; 
it's a bargain package of several of Kenta 
Cho's shooters and some long overdue 
mainstream recognition for one of Japan's 
finest freeware game developers; and it's 
a package that makes something original 
out of familiar components. It's also a tiny 
bit of a disappointment. 

The central mode in Blast Works is a 
reworking of Tumiki Fighters, a shooter with 
an unusual mechanic: after enemy craft are 
destroyed, they embark on a brief parabola 
upwards before falling off the bottom of 
the screen. If your ship touches it before it 
falls off, then that craft sticks at the angle it 
made contact — and as your craft becomes 
progressively larger it becomes easier to 
touch falling enemies with outstretched 
‘limbs’ and rather more difficult to stop your 
salvaged parts getting hit. Everything revolves 
around how well you can use this ability: the 
more enemies attached to your ship, the 
higher the score multiplier, the more damage 
you can do, and generally the easier it is to 
maintain momentum throughout a level. 

The problem is that after creating this 
most intriguing ability, the imagination stops. 
The key idea behind Blast Works' campaign 
might be a good one, but the campaign itself 


Each level in the main campaign has a boss — some spectacular, some less so — but the majority of them 
can be defeated almost instantly if you've assembled the right ship to target the glowing weak points 
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is an uninspired dirge that proves tiresome 
after only a few levels: it also features 
backgrounds that smack of a lack of effort 
rather than a minimalist aesthetic. Enemies 
crawl on, you blast them, make your ship 
big, lose a few bits, repeat ad nauseam. You 
can do much better than this (Kenta Cho 
already has) with free online shooters. 

Fortunately, that's only one part of the 
Blast Works package: and the main attraction 
is a significant compensation. The game 
comes with a comprehensive set of creation 
and customisation tools that, theoretically, 
allow you to build any shooter you'd prefer 
to play. There are separate toolsets and areas 
for the various components, almost all of 
which offer a generally excellent combination 
of possibilities: level layouts and shape 
construction are simple enough, but the 
potential of the bullet editor in combination 
with the enemy creator is bound to lead to 
some awe-inspiring fan creations. 

But, without question, they'll be coming 
from extremely dedicated individuals rather 
than the spectrum of people who will 
purchase Blast Works. There's a major failing 
with the editing tools, and it's simply that 
they're not accessible or even functional 
enough: there seem to be enough options 
initially, but after playing around for a few 
hours the absence of hotkeys and certain 
options you might expect (such as rotation of 


The ships you attach can be retracted and extended at 
will, the only way to avoid damage in the clouds of 
bullets you'll be facing. And though it's no Ikaruga, the 
blue and red dichotomy of the bullets does work well 


multiple objects to keep them in-sync with 
each other rather than rotating around 

their own central axes) are keenly felt, and 
the deficiencies of the Wii Remote becomes 
noticeable. It's not a device that's very 
suitable for precision in the context of scaling 
and moving multiple small objects around a 
television screen, and it won't be long before 
you'll find yourself wishing for a good old- 
fashioned mouse. 

Blast Works is a mixed bag: there's 
ambition and no small amount of 
achievement in its suite of editing tools, 
and hopefully the work that has gone into 
supporting an online community for a Wii 
game will see success and lead to similar 
efforts in the future. But there are just too 
many of the simple things wrong, and too 
many areas where you feel that corners have 
been cut rather than obsessed over. For a 
game that needs many hours of investment 
to deliver on its promise, that's a major failing 
— because for things like this, the devil is 
always, always in the detail. [6] 


BRAID 


FORMAT: 360, PC RELEASE: AUGUST (360), TBA (PC) 
PUBLISHER: MICROSOFT DEVELOPER: NUMBER NONE INC 


PREVIOUSLY IN: E187 


very footfall in Braid can be undone 
E| — every misjudged jump into cannon 

fire, every tumble into a pit, reversed 
instantly. Unlike the comparable time- 
bending abilities in Prince Of Persia: The 
Sands Of Time, there are no limitations on 
the extent to which you can turn back the 
clock. You might think that this would make 
a 2D platformer a bit of a cinch — but you 
quickly realise that Braid's challenge isn't 
getting across each level but collecting the 
jigsaw pieces that are scattered through it, 
separated from you by brow-furrowing 
temporal obstacle courses. Despite 
appearances, which play heavily upon the 
conventions made familiar by Mario, Braid 
is really more a puzzle game in the vein of 
Portal — and, it turns out, is no less tightly 
designed, no less sustained in its invention, 
than that title. 

Each set of levels introduces a new twist, 
from which Braid squeezes an astonishing 
range of ideas without ever letting any one 
outstay its welcome. The first is that some 
items are immune to time-reversal. An early 
example sees you carefully rewinding to shift 
into phase a series of moving platforms — 
some normal, some time-exempt — so that 


you have enough evenly spaced stepping- 
stones to cross a large gap. Later tiers allow 
you to drop time wells, which slow 
everything to greater degrees as they get 
closer to the epicentre, and another 
duplicates the player with every branch of 
the timeline - a shadowy doppelganger 
performing the actions you did yourself 
before the last rewind. Perhaps the most 
delightful and coherently realised of Braid's 
tricks is seen in the third tier, where every 
step towards the right advances time 
in the world around you, and every step left 
reverses it. 

Braid teaches you to understand the 
behaviour of these mechanics, and then 
ratchets up the convolution their usage 


The images that result from the 


- imperfect though this is, the act 
of creating something new from 
collectibles is a clever incentive 


jigsaws are an allusion to the story 


requires, culminating in those exultant 'ah- 
hah!' moments that are the hallmark of a 
superb puzzle. Only once or twice do they 
feel wanting. Sometimes you'll work out 
the solution only to be repeatedly foiled by 
over-fussy platforming and, very occasionally, 
paradoxes create situations which, while 
consistent with the rules of the world, results 
in objects betraying visually jittery behaviour. 
Such moments of questionable design are 
rare, and Braid triumphantly proves that the 
2D platformer can be much more than the 
sum of its Goombas; more than a succession 
of pitfalls and traps. Where it stumbles, 
however, is in its storytelling — a somewhat 
awkward text appendage to the action, 
written in an impressionistic style that feels a 
little trite in its self-conscious obscurity. There 
is an attempt to reflect the story's themes in 
the game design itself, but this is only really 
successful in the very final level, which 
underscores just how much more powerfully 
an idea can be expressed through the 
mechanics of play. It's a disappointment, but 
one that can be easily skipped past. Braid 
remains a beautiful and brilliantly demanding 
game that barely contains its dense 
population of ideas, taking its place 
alongside Geometry Wars and Pac-Man 
Championship Edition as one of the finest 
original titles available on Live Arcade [9] 


While simply completing the game will 
likely leave you cross-eyed and clutching 
your temples on a number of occasions, 
obtaining Braid's secrets is a much harder 
task. Accompanying the luscious drawing 
of each level is a wonderful, haunting 
score, and the fact that it reverses and 
warps along with everything else gives 
the game a satisfying unity even if it 
sometimes ends up sounding freakish 


Good-looking enough in 
screenshots, Braid comes to life 
in motion, its thickly daubed 
backgrounds shifting with 
perspective and tumbling leaves 
giving further visual clues to the 
direction and speed of time's 
flow. Praise for the painterly 
style falls at the feet of David 
Hellman, the artist behind cryptic 
and absurdist webcomic A 
Lesson Is Learned But The 
Damage Is Irreversible. While 
the platforming genre has 
largely abandoned 2D to retro- 
inspired efforts, Braid happily 
demonstrates that this need not 
be the case - its realisation is just 
as visually assaulting, just as 
worthy of HD, as any 3D effort 
of recent years. 
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GUITAR HERO 


ON TOUR 


E FORMAT: DS RELEASE: OUT NOW PUBLISHER: ACTIVISION 
DEVELOPER: VICARIOUS VISIONS PREVIOUSLY IN: E189 


Hold me 


The fret peripheral (which slots 
into the GBA slot) is chunky, 
bright and solid. There are 
problems, but they seem largely 
unavoidable: those with long 
fingers will find holding the 
contraption a literal pain, while 
some of the game's advice (such 
as holding your wrist straight 
while playing) is unrealistic. But 
those minor blemishes don't 
detract from the fact that the 
peripheral is well designed and 
and well constructed. 


n the current dash to tie up artists 
l) and albums for each of the 

respective music games, it's doubtful 
that Activision, EA or even Konami have 
thought about bagging dear old Noël 
Coward. He might be pushing up the daises, 
but in terms of the current rhythm wars he 
could certainly offer some sage advice, such 
as “success took me to her bosom like a 
maternal boa constrictor.” 

Maybe Activision wouldn't find that 
funny, though judging by the sales figures 
for Guitar Hero On Tour after its stateside 
release the company is certainly laughing. 
But the uneasiness of some rhythm action 
fans over the treatment of what is still the 
genre's star franchise (even if only in terms of 
sales) is less to do with the money involved 
than the diversification of the brilliant core 
concept into other areas that may or may 
not prove workable. 

If this is the context for Guitar Hero On 
Tour, then the product itself seems blissfully 
unaware of any concerns beyond the simple 
task of achieving the impossible: that is, 
shrinking Guitar Hero — the game famous 
for silly plastic guitars — onto a device held 
in the palm of one hand. Superficially it 
gets closer than it has any right to, thanks 
mainly to the peripheral the game ships 
with (see ‘Hold me’) and Vicarious Visions’ 


The developer of Guitar 
Hero spinoffs being called 
Vicarious Visions seems 
very appropriate to us 


adaptation of the series’ stylings on to 
the handheld. 

In terms of the feel of Guitar Hero, some 
of the magic is still there: the interface still 
hasn't been surpassed, with little things like a 
plectrum stylus offering some consolation for 
the missing limb. The distinctive stylisation 
has been maintained well on limited 
hardware, and there’s the usual ‘rawk’ text 
in between venues. 


Even though Coward has been dead 
35 years, you imagine he'd still 
deliver something more stirring 
, than the latest Ozzy Osbourne 
single jacked into the final setlist 
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When you start playing, however, there 
are some real duff notes. In physical terms, 
the game's interpretation of the touchscreen 
strokes isn't quite perfect when under 
pressure — distinctions between individual 
strokes are sometimes lost, and the game's 
interpretation of what constitutes a stroke 
can vary from a single tap to a screen- 
sweeping wave. The majority of the time it 
works well enough, but losing a streak 
through no fault of your own should never, 
ever be a part of this series. 

It's in terms of the music that the game 
really falls down, however: the sound 
reproduction is pretty poor throughout. It's 
pointless to play it without headphones, but 
this only exposes how flimsy the tracks are: 
they sound, at best, under-produced. In a 
game whose raison d' etre is music that's a 
problem: or to put it another way, if a Guitar 
Hero game makes you feel like a nerd 
fiddling with a bit of plastic rather than a 
strutting rock god, then it's a failure. 

As a novelty, this is fine and will provide 
the odd fun moment. But unlike its endlessly 
replayable older brothers, you won't be 
coming back because - in terms of both 
technical considerations and the bar previous 
games in the series have set — this just isn't 
good enough. [4] 


AMERICAN MCGEE’S GRIMM: 


EY EPISODES 1-3 


FORMAT: PC RELEASE: OUT NOW (EP 1), AUGUST 7 (EP 2), AUGUST 14 (EP 3) 
PUBLISHER: GAMETAP DEVELOPER: SPICY HORSE 


he premise behind Spicy Horse's 
T| highly accessible, episodic game is 

that the tales of the Brothers Grimm 
weren't quite dark enough — sanitised 
beyond credibility. Following a puppet- 
theatre retelling of each tale, you take on the 
role of one of the two brothers in order to 
make the tales yet more filthy and macabre, 
tainting the environments simply by moving 
through the scenes. The first of these 
episodes to be released through GameTap is 


Stand still for more than a moment and Grimm starts 

to micturate. The rather unhealthy looking green-tinged 
arc of urine is more than just a infantile touch, however, 
as it denotes the height and distance that you can jump 


the Boy Who Learns What Fear Is, followed 
in subsequent weeks by Little Red Riding 
Hood and The Fisherman and His Wife. 

While Grimm is aimed squarely at a pre- 
pubescent audience, delighting in bum-jokes 
and harmless Burton-esque macabre, it 
sometimes presents you with rather more 
sinister scenarios, often involving the bodily 
fluids that the diminutive protagonist emits 
during idle animations. In the days since 
Brass Eye's inspired spoof of media hysteria 
about paedophiles, there’s something just 
a little taboo about playing as a grubby, 
hairy man who chases kids through a school 
playground. We're also pretty sure that 
urinating on the still-twitching corpse of a 
child nailed to a climbing frame is frowned 
upon in polite circles. Grimm's juvenile 
humour may be cut with the occasional 
alarming image but the pitch-perfect art 
style somehow renders it all as cheeky fun, 
rather than startling discord. 

Sadly, the game underneath isn't quite as 
engaging as its presentation — although it is 
presumably by design that it is so crushingly 
simplistic. As you run around the world, 
visiting the scenes of the fairytale as they 
were narrated to you moments before, it 
transforms from pastel pinks and blues to 
bilious greens and purples, twisting into 
new demonic forms. Fountains start to spew 
lava, skeletal hands reach out from the 
undergrowth, birds turn into bats, bunnies 
into rats. A meter fills, with each section 
bestowing upon you a greater radius of 
influence and periodically prompting you 
to butt-stomp objects throughout the level 
in order to progress. 

Do-gooding fairytale denizens will try to 


The cast clearly had some fun while voicing 
the game. Grimm himself sounds like an 
angry and sozzled John Hurt, and the 
dismayed cries of citizens who've been 

set on fire can't fail to raise a chuckle 


mesty disqvstics repulse putrid rancid vile 


dieses rende rates rami 
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It's one of the most visually unusual applications of 
Unreal Engine 3 we've yet seen — but the boxy style is 
charming, making the world look like a three-dimensional 
collage as well as knocking down the minimum PC specs 


scrub your muck away, but can be corrupted 
themselves once your percentage conversion 
of the world hits a certain level. 

There is, unfortunately, little else to 
complicate proceedings, and though 
the twisted versions of the environments 
and their occupants continue to amuse, 
you quickly want for more powers and 
more elaborate platforming sections. Such 
things could well be delivered in later 
episodes, but on the form of the first three 
it's difficult to see many adults persisting 
with the series — while it's a well-worded and 
lively introduction to the many stories of the 
Brothers Grimm, the action is ultimately too 
plain to coax more world-weary gamers 
through what is otherwise little more than 
an interactive storybook. Grimm's farting, 
belching and leering recreation of fairytale 
may well tickle our inner child, sometimes 
in inappropriate places, but lacking a 
substantial core or a handy dose of Ritalin, 
it won't hold its attention for very long. [6] 


The original Grimm stories aren't 
really candyfloss and stardust 
affairs in the first place. Little 
Red Riding Hood's submission 

to the pen of Angela Carter has 
already brought out the various 
grisly, not to mention sexual, 
undertones to the original story. 
With all the people getting eaten 
alive and wrongfully hanged 
elsewhere it perhaps seems 
unnecessary to reinvent them 
as something darker still, but 
American McGee's attempt does 
manage to put a novel spin on 
several of the tales. The Boy 
Who Learns What Fear Is finally 
admits his ignorance was an act 
of bravado, which crumbles at 
the prospect of his porky wife's 
nuptial desires. 
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BIONIC COMMANDO 


REARMED 


FORMAT: 360, PS3 (VERSION TESTED) RELEASE: TBC 
PUBLISHER: CAPCOM DEVELOPER: GRIN/CAPCOM 


Mostly armless 


Camps populated by Spencer's 
allies the FSA are scattered 
throughout the main map, and 
each one has a room with some 
challenges - which are then 
unlocked for use in the main 
menu. Presented in a wireframe 
style reminiscent of virtual reality, 
there are around 50 in total (as 
well as a number of secret 
challenges found in the main 
levels) that time you in 
completing a certain task. Initially 
simple, they quickly ramp up the 
difficulty level to daunting - and 
with the addition of online 
leaderboards for the quickest 
times could last even longer than 
the main campaign. 
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t's easy to forget how much you 
J take for granted. The first half hour 

or so of playing Bionic Commando 
Rearmed is very frustrating — but it's through 
no fault of the game. Why won't he climb 
over that barrel? Why won't he just jump 
over to that platform? Why doesn't he do 
what he should be doing? 

You can lay the blame firmly at Mario's 
door: it's his copycats that dominate the 
genre, good and bad, and so we've come 
to think that certain abilities come as 
standard. Because of this, Bionic Commando 
Rearmed is as fresh as its predecessor was 
over 20 years ago: games since have used 
grappling hooks, but none has dared to 
build the entire experience around your 
ability to time a swing. 

It takes a little while to get used to: 
but once you do, that first half hour is 
forgotten in some of the most graceful 
movement you'll ever find in a platformer. 
Nathan Spencer's arm can shoot out 
diagonally, straight ahead or directly up: 
from these basics the game teaches you, 
slowly at first, how to scale structures, cross 
gaps and negotiate tight spaces. Taking your 
first steps is daunting, but once realisation 
hits that you shouldn't really be walking 
anywhere the game transforms into a 
quickfire pattern of glorious arcs, 


The story offers up some clues as to what to expect in the 
new Bionic Commando, but the real treat is in the return of 
those charming Capcom scriptwriters: calling your audience 
‘nerds’ might not seem a good idea, but they get away with it 


momentum-fuelled attacks and gravity- 
scorning last-minute saves. 

The level design plays a major part in 
this, alternating between the more 
straightforward (but no less well- 
implemented) fights against the Imperial 
forces and free-swinging environmental 
challenges. No location is particularly huge, 
but some clever backtracking and variation in 
the challenges belies the source material's 
age — and on that note, Bionic Commando 
Rearmed's levels are mostly unchanged from 
the NES version, apart from sections which 
exploit some new abilities. 

As well as the singleplayer, there are 
a number of other modes and challenges 
that are significant additions rather than 
filler. Prime among these is the challenge 


The visual style of several sections shows real 
flair: the silhouette effects used several times 
during the game's course are strikingly effective, 
as are Spencer's smoothly flowing animations 

Whilst he freefalls and swings around the screen 


There are some top-down sections when your helicopter 
is intercepted by an enemy convoy on the main map: 
they're not particularly great, but over relatively quickly 


mode (see ‘Mostly armless’), but the 
multiplayer options come a close second. 
Co-operative multiplayer works extremely 
well, with lives shared between the players 
and no umbilical cord keeping both on the 
one screen, and the Al of certain enemies 
altered to suit the challenge. Fourplayer 
deathmatch is well implemented, although 
perhaps not suiting the core abilities as well 
as co-operative play. 

All that aside, the very best thing? 
Capcom may have had to get rid of the Nazi 
enemies, but there's a nice surprise waiting 
for any fan of the original right at the end. 
That's the measure of Bionic Commando 
Rearmed: it's a game that could have been 
just a promotional tool for its bigger brother, 
given some spruced up graphics and pushed 
out. It's the opposite: a labour of love. The 
core of the game might be a remake, but the 
features and polish applied move it beyond 
the realm of simple cash-ins to one of the 
finest games to grace PSN or XBLA yet. 
Capcom and Grin have done much more 
than plunder the past: they've made the old 
new again. [8] 


” Stil, we might have something 
| you'd like, if you'd care to take 
. à look, 
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Your clan members still receive experience and learn skills even when they're not fighting, which makes man-management a 
little bit more manageable, and as you'd expect, the touchscreen interface is as perfectly judged as the face-button navigation 


FINAL FANTASY TACTICS Ae: 
GRIMOIRE OF THE RIFT 


ER: IN-HOUSE 


rimoire Of The Rift starts with a boy 
G| opening a magical book — a book 
that draws him into the mystical 

realm of Ivalice. It's a motif that ties the game 
directly into the world of its immediate 
predecessor, Final Fantasy Tactics Advance, 
rather than the more serious-minded original. 
And whereas Tactics Advance introduced 
some seismic changes to the fabric of Ivalice, 
the refinements ushered in this time around 
are more gradual. Which means that 
criticisms of Grimoire Of The Rift are likely 
to be the same as those levelled at Tactics 
Advance: the story's not serious enough, the 
battles aren't difficult enough and the game 
isn't quick enough to reveal its intricacies. 

Those criticisms miss the point. The 
narrative here doesn't have the same epic 
scale of War Of The Lions — the warring 
kingdoms, for example, or the grim-faced 
tragedy. But it has warmth and intelligence, 
and it's just as world-shattering in its way, 
offering up no less meaningful lessons about 
life and how it is to be lived. As for the 
game's difficulty, this is a function of its 
versatility: Grimoire Of The Rift is perhaps the 
ultimate sandbox game, allowing you to 
dictate entirely the pace at which you 
progress. You can choose to speed through 
the story quest, or take the time to explore 
the multitude of side-missions. If the game is 
easy, it's a reward for good strategy. 


That's because the pay-off for the game's 
glacial pacing is the enormous strategic 
depth that lurks below the surface. Final 
Fantasy Tactics is misleadingly named. This is 
not a game about tactics, but about strategy. 
The most interesting thing about the game is 
not the battle-by-battle tactics, but the way 
those tactics are opened up by your long- 
term character development strategies — by 
managing clan members and nurturing them 
through various careers to learn all sorts of 
skills and talents that can then be used in 
combination on the battlefield. 

The range of those strategies is expanded 
here by virtue of a wider number of races 
and classes to choose from, but also because 
certain classes and skills can only be accessed 
after completing particular side-quests — 
demanding that greater thought be devoted 
to negotiating the game's over-arching 
structure. Thought must also be devoted 
to a couple of minigames: the first allows 
you to access new skills by creating items 
from battlefield loot (which seems a fair 
replacement for the terrain placement 
minigame the last time around). The second 
Seems more cosmetic, an auction house to 
control various territories, but it can be 
entertaining enough. 

If there are any real criticisms of the 
game, it's that one of the most fascinating 
aspects of Tactics Advance has been 


The game's opening scene - of a 
boy being drawn into a mystical 
world through the pages of a 
book — isn't the only thing 

that the game shares with The 
Neverending Story. With the 
multitude of possibilities, 
Grimoire offers considerable 
potential for entertainment 
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Grimoire is slow, but it's quicker off the mark than Tactics 
Advance - Square Enix has wisely decided to leave out 
the hour-long snowball fights that afflicted the last game 


removed: it's no longer possible to capture 
monsters, or to transform into them because 
the Morpher character class has been 
removed. Otherwise, the expanded range 

of strategic choice and admirably polished 
presentation push Grimoire Of The Rift 

right into the top tier. Indeed, while the 
commonly held view seems to be that the 
original Final Fantasy Tactics was the better 
game because it took place in a more sternly- 
depicted world, Grimoire Of The Rift 
establishes the worth of the approach 
established by Tactics Advance. It offers a 
more lightweight narrative, perhaps, but 

also a more coherent and robust expanse 

of strategic possibilities. [8] 
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A return to Ivalice is a return 

to its implacable Judges, who 
continue to impose their 
indomitable will over the 
battlefield. Except this time 
around that will is slightly less 
indomitable. The sanctions for 
breaking their rules are less 
punitive than the last time 
around and they make a much 
more interesting contribution to 
the balance of a play as a result. 
At the start of every battle you 
get to choose a clan bonus that 
applies to every team member 
for the duration of the fights. 
Instead of getting sent straight 
to prison for breaking a Judge's 
laws, your team simply forfeits 
this bonus, along with the ability 
to revive any fallen comrades. 
It'5s a more judicious system that 
affords a greater degree of 
tactical flexibility. 
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T: 360 RELEASE: OUT NOW 


ISHER: MICROSOFT D 


An extra singleplayer mode allows you to control 
both craft simultaneously, with a thumb on each 
analogue stick. It's welcome enough, but the kind of 
challenge that only the hardest core will really enjoy 


haring the DNA of Pac-Man 
S| and Geometry Wars, Schizoid 

should really be the bonnie 
bouncing baby of Microsoft's XNA 
community. Its hook is that it is wholly 
co-operative: the two players can only 
destroy enemies of their own colour 
and are vulnerable to those of the 
opposite. Like Geometry Wars, it 
possesses an expansive bestiary of 
enemies — some foes make a bee-line 
straight for the player, others emit 
pulses of colour-coded shrapnel and 
yet more lay eggs which hatch if not 
swiftly destroyed. 

There are some neat touches in the 
way that Schizoid is structured in order 
to crowbar weaker players through the 
campaign. The team’s ten lives are 
refreshed every seven levels, marking 
each new tier. When playing through a 
tier again, you automatically skip the 
levels in which you have already 
received a gold medal and you can 
also choose to grind away on a single 
stage until you've made the grade. 


LOPER: TORPEX GAMES 


There is a singleplayer 
training mode in which 

you can play the campaign 
alongside an Al wingman. 

On the whole, the partner Al 
functions pretty well, but 
doesn't seem to know how to 
use power-ups to best effect 


Yet, from the variables it juggles, 
Schizoid doesn't often create 
challenges which demand thought — 
only co-ordination. There isn't much 
in the way of coherent puzzle design, 
which would be perfectly acceptable 
but for the fact that the chaotic mosh 
into which most stages devolve is 
made a little drab by the sluggish 
navigation of your craft. There is 
nothing of Geometry Wars' split- 
second evasions here. A large and 
unwieldy target, you're often no faster 
than the enemies you chase or hope to 
avoid. Collisions, too, sometimes feel 
imprecise. It is an underwhelming 
core around which to build the rest 
of the game. 

Although improved by the 
knockabout joy that co-operative 
gaming always provides, Schizoid is 
fundamentally a little anaemic, 
lacking the kind of acute design 
which would either make its stages 
distinct or its basic operation 
continually engaging. [5] 


Schizoid isn't, for the most part, a particularly 
pretty game but you are treated to a rather nice 
bit of pyrotechnics when a player dies — however, 
this does seem to cause a drop in the framerate 


BATTLE FANTASIA 


XT: 360 (VERSION TESTED), PS3 
OUT NOW (JAPAN), TBA (UK, US) 


HER: ARC SYSTEM WORKS DF! 


ike riding a bike, somewhere 
L| in the animal part of your 

brain is a motor skill that, 
once learned, you never forget: down, 
down-forward, forward and punch. 
There's an inevitable and immediate 
sense of familiarity when sitting down 
to play a beat 'em up for the first time, 
due to the constant reuse of control 
schemes and commands that threatens 
to rob a game of its own identity and 
leave its players cold. 

The secret to success lies in how 
those mechanics are presented, an 
area in which Arc System Works has 
some considerable talent. Battle 
Fantasia's polish is evident from the 
moment that the menu screen appears 
over a gloriously aged world map. It 
extends through the scratchy character 
portraits to the characters themselves 
— a cast that ticks some of the more 
obvious boxes (small and nimble, large 
and powerful, catgirl), but that makes 
up for this with an abundance of small 
details. Animation is of an exceptional 
standard throughout, reinforcing the 
characterisations and providing real 
warmth to what is really a game about 


Specials are present and correct, time being 
paused within the fight to show off their 
initiation from a more dramatic angle. 'Heat' 
mode recalls Vampire Savior's ‘Dark Force’ 
powers, providing a period of increased power 
or extra attacks at the cost of one special bar 


)PER: IN-HOUSE 


TO STAR 


Technically, the visual style used is similar to 
that of SFIV, with three-dimensional characters 
textured to look like high-definition sprites. 
The illusion isn't always entirely believable, but 
that doesn't detract from the artistry on show 


calculation and precision. The 
conversion from the arcade version 

is also fulsome: much as it did with 
Shikigami No Shiro 3, Arc has added a 
new and extensive story mode, each 
character given its own storyline, 
complete with branching paths and 
fully-voiced dialogue. 

It's not a game about reinvention, 
however. Innovations are few, though 
a juggle system tied into moves that 
see combatants rebound from the 
invisible boundary at either side of the 
screen goes some way towards adding 
a distinct flavour. It takes some 
practice and skill to get the most from 
this ability, but so does its SFIII-style 
parry/counter mechanic. The slower, 
more deliberate pace and the hefty 
fine levied by missed throws and 
counters may initially confuse those 
expecting Guilty Gear in a new set of 
clothes, but ultimately provides a 
smoother learning curve and a more 
welcoming experience for new players. 

The likelihood of it ever being able 
to attract those new players from 
under the looming shadow of the 
most recognisable down, down- 
forward, forward and punch is, of 
course, open to debate. [7] 


SECRET AGENT CLANK 


fter appearing in six Ratchet & 


been granted star billing. But, 
evidently aware of his modest innate 
talents and less than warlike 
demeanour, High Impact Games has 
recast him as a Bond-style agent, with 
stealth-based play and an inventory 
that favours gadgets over guns. To be 
faithful to the series’ uproarious 
nature, however, stealth is largely 
optional — Clank generally has enough 
firepower to fight back when he's 
found - and it's a form that 
emphasises action: enemies are 
despatched with a quick QTE if they're 
crept up upon from behind and 
infrared detectors can be deactivated 
with a squirt from his Blackout Pen. 
Annoyingly, however, some sections 
will rather arbitrarily and inconsistently 
impose game over if he's discovered. 
High Impact is also aware that, 
Clank can't quite carry a whole game 
by himself, so series stalwarts Ratchet 
and Captain Qwark, as well as the 
Gadgebots, embellish the experience. 
Ratchet, who spends the game locked 
up in a prison for a crime he hasn't 
committed, has arena combat 
challenges (yes, there's a shower level), 
a release valve for players hankering 
after the series' trademark weaponised 
mayhem. Qwark's sections vary in 
quality and, in the main nod to 
comedy, are embodiments of his 
embellished tales of derring-do to his 
biographer, including a fight with a 
space dragon and a performance of an 
opera in which he jumps on butterflies 
to disprove chaos theory. The excellent 


| Clank games, Clank has finally 


OUT NOW 
)PER: HIGH IMPACT GAMES 


Graphically, SAC is generally colourful and 
dynamic and many areas sport long draw 
distances. Others are very bland, but it's a small 
price to pay for a rock-steady framerate and 
visual clarity during the most frantic fights 


Gadgebot levels, meanwhile, are 
puzzle-based and reminiscent of Zelda 
dungeons in the way the three bots 
must unlock the exit to each room to 
progress. On top of that there are 
vehicle sections, a fantastically pretty 
on-rails shoot 'em up and, probably 
the weakest inclusion, Clank's limp 
rhythm action sequences. 

The result is restless and, in the 
context of Clank's overall story, 
incoherent. But it's also vibrantly 
diverse and, though it continually 
threatens to lose the thread of what 
makes Ratchet & Clank games distinct, 
it always manages to regain focus. 
And above all, though many of its 
components are rehashes of what the 
series has already delivered, SAC's 
individual character grants it a life 
that's very much its own. [7] 


Just as in last year's Size Matters, camera management is often a problem, and switching from the 
analogue nub to the D-pad to strafe can be tricky. It's the old problem with PSP conversions once again 


SUPER MARIO STADIUM: 
FAMILY BASEBALL 


T: Wil RELEASE: NOW (JAPAN), TBC (UK) 


R: NINTENDO DEVE 


he observation goes that the 
T| Beatles are dying in the wrong 

order, and something similar 
could be said of Nintendo's sporting 
titles. First Mario Strikers and now 
Baseball: Nintendo is keeping alive 
those franchises that punctuated the 
death throes of the GameCube, while 
the Tennis and Golf the fans truly 
hanker for go unannounced. That said, 
Baseball does remain the firm's most 
in-depth take on a sport. 

With a well-stocked character 
roster, the emphasis is on strategically 
balancing your team. There are few 
all-rounders, forcing you to take a hit 
in certain disciplines if you're to excel 
in others, in turn leading to the 
creation of teams that feel like their 
own entities and not the re-skinned 
models we've come to expect from 
these games. Add in specific character 
quirks — stats are boosted when 
natural pals are allied — and the often 
simplistic pick-up-and-play angle is 
further removed. 

A difficulty curve stemming from 
multiple control schemes is less 
intentional. As with Smash Bros, 
Baseball crows about its generous 
selection of options, but fails to 
provide any that truly satisfies. The 
Wii Sports baseball set-up as been 
curiously jettisoned for something 
more akin to We Love Golf, minor 
gestures replacing button presses. That 


LOPER: IN-HOUSE 


Family Baseball's quest mode is presented as 
something of a point and click adventure. The 

pointer guides Mario around the map where he 
can chat with characters and partake in the odd 
minigame. All in the name of baseball, naturally 


the Remote needn't mimic any form of 
recognisable swing or pitch detaches 
you even further than a clinical button 
press. And turning the Remote like a 
NES pad leaves you negotiating 3D 
space with the D-pad — clunky as ever 
— while adding the Nunchuck's stick 
simply reminds you how little we've 
travelled since the GameCube. 
However, unlike in Mario Strikers — 
against which similar criticism is 
levelled — a great deal of in-house 
polish has gone into dressing up the 
sport at the game's core. There's a 
diverting RPG-lite quest that sees 
Mario pulling off baseball-related feats 
to recruit new characters into his team, 
while the previously mentioned uber- 
roster gives multiplayer (mysteriously 
local-only) great mileage. Like the 
leftover Beatles, it may not be a 
favourite, but it can still knock them 
out of the park. [6] 


It wouldn't be a Mario sports title without the 
obligatory special moves. Unlike Mario Kart's 
cruel blue shells, however, these flaming balls 
and hurricane pitches are simply difficult to 
work with, not outright impossible to avoid 
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POKEMON MYSTERY 


FINAL FANTASY IV 
DUNGEON: EXPLORERS 
ARKNESS 


DS EASE: SEPTEMBER 1 


R: SQUARE ENIX DE R: IN-HOUSE 


i} t seems a little odd that 
l) Pokémon, those loveable 
s beasts with the broadest of 


appeal, should ever have been paired 
with the Mystery Dungeon concept, 
that most hardcore of genres. These 
are the same elemental puffballs that 
adorn any number of keyrings and 
rucksacks, yet here they are, grinding 
through featureless caverns in a 
punishing RPG endurance test. What 
with Pokémon's youthful skew, the 
stingy hit points and cruel money- 
draining price of failure just don't fit. 
All but identical to its previous GBA 
and DS outings, this again proposes 
you've been transformed into one of 
the monsters, with full disclosure 
about your metamorphosis employed 
as the carrot to draw you through the 
stick of countless randomly generated 
dungeons. Like many of the Mystery 
Dungeon titles, there's that jarring 
juxtaposition of narrative heavy hub- 
world and totally characterless 
exploration. The shift from the zany 
shenanigans of the Pokémon Explorers 
Guild — particularly the bipolar oddness 
of leader Wigglytuff — to the 
personality-free networks of identikit 
corridors and rooms is violently felt. 
During these latter portions — 
making up 95 per cent of the 
adventure - the stripping away of the 
narrative beats reveals what a bland 
interpretation of the Pokémon world 
this is, particularly from a technical 
standpoint. Creatures are crudely- 
rendered sprites and attack animations 
are non-existent, all battle drama 
relying on textual description. The 
main Pokémon adventures may be 
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You play as a Pokémon this time, and choose a 
Poké-pal at the outset, but whoever you pick 
you'll get the same personality mix of cowardice 
and self-doubt. Don't worry though, the hefty 
adventure should see them come into their own 


famed for their ironic stubbornness 
to evolve, but Mystery Dungeon is a 
step-back even for them. It looks like 
the GBA predecessor and plays like 
it too, the second screen's control 
instructions vying for the *worst DS 
application yet' award. 

That Pokémon Mystery Dungeon 
cribs from the main franchise — the 
full Pokémon roster is here to collect 
(if you own both Explorers Of Time 
and Explorers Of Darkness, naturally) — 
reveals Chunsoft's lack of faith in its 
own concept by disguising the game's 
mindless grind as Pokémon’s signature 
grind to catch 'em all. This recurrent 
rehash is branding to serve the genre, 
and of little benefit to Poké-fans. [3] 


To further the story 
you must gain XP by 
hunting down criminal 
Pokémon and taking 
others for tours of the 
dungeons. Though 
they're always unique, 
the quests get old fast 


n arriving at the first SNES-era 
O| Final Fantasy game in its 

methodical remaking of the 
series, Square Enix has at last reached 
a title worth the effort. While 
aesthetically there’s very little to 
distinguish this update from the 
previous one, this is a game far 
evolved from its predecessor in terms 
of mechanics and, in particular, 
narrative. Themes of power, dominion, 
revenge and loyalty thread together to 
create one of the series’ darkest tales, 
albeit one presented a little like a 
school play thanks to over-acted lines 
and animations. 

Rather than the ‘Easy Type’ version 

of the game westerners played 17 
years ago, here we're given the full- 
flavour Japanese experience, a far less 
forgiving beast. The tough difficulty 
defines every encounter, from the 
game's embellished bosses down to its 


Any current party member can be set as lead 

character and will appear as your avatar in the 
field. On the menu screen, team members offer 
insights into their thoughts via speech bubbles 


In the original, much of the script had to be cut 
due to memory limits. Parts of the missing plot 
are reintroduced here, usually via flashback 

scenes that slot comfortably into the narrative 


most insignificant grunts, and as such 
a sharp focus is placed on item 
management. Now, every excursion 
from a town's safety must be carefully 
planned and prepared for. Rather than 
alienating players, however, this 
challenge enlivens the experience, 
largely thanks to the developed fight 
system and leveling tree. 

Every dungeon is mapped on the 
bottom screen, lines drawn on a blank 
canvas as you explore. Fully mapping 
each area earns free items, and 
characters who depart the party 
permanently leave a unique skill that 
can be taught to another character, 
while Rhydia's summon monster, 
Whytkin, must be actively trained up 
via minigames to increase its stats. 

As such the attention that's gone 
into the update extends much further 
than a mere 3D overhaul and this 
update feels like a labour of love, 
even if its conception was merely for 
profit. Of course, the game's aged 
fundamentals remain in place and this 
certainly isn't a title to convince genre 
detractors otherwise, even if it does 
confirm that much of the JRPG's future 
still lies in its past. [7] 


DAIGASSO! 


BAND BROTHERS DX 


FORMAT: DS RELEASE: OUT NOW (JAPAN), TBC (UK) 
PUBLISHER: NINTENDO DEVELOPER: IN-HOUSE 


HAIL TO THE CHIMP 


FORMAT: 360, PS3 (VERSION TESTED) 
RELEASE: OUT NOW (US), AUGUST (UK) 


ynthesised trumpet wails may 
S| drag your mind kicking and 

screaming back to hectic 
music lessons full of parping Casio 
keyboards, but in Band Brothers DX 
they triumphantly herald one of 
Nintendo's finest DS titles of recent 
memory. The sequel to the Japanese- 
only 2005 offering, the basic concept 
is unchanged - hitting button cues to 
play one instrumental strand of a 
grander composition — while the 
package is considerably fattened up. 

With Guitar Hero and Rock Band in 
an escalating war of bells and whistles, 
Band Brothers maturely trumps them 
with its feature list while making no 
apologies for the less sophisticated 
game at its heart. Button thumping 
makes no attempt to dress itself up as 
musical mimicry; following button cues 
reminds more of Konami's Bemani 
Pop'n Music than the posturing 
simulations that currently reign. 

Real similarities start and end with 
finger-blistering difficulty; DX's Classic 
FM playlist showing young Through 
the Fire and Flames pretenders the true 
hardships of malicious note placement. 
Stuffiness is avoided, however, with 
light-hearted orchestrations of said 
old-timers; Beethoven taking his 
proper place as a reggae superstar and 
Swan Lake wonderfully re-imagined as 
gothic thrash-rock. 

Adding to the 31 included tracks — 
each carrying at least six instrumental 
parts to perfect — is a library of some 
400 downloadable licensed tracks. A 
legal catch sees you limited to 100 
downloads which, although forcing 
you to lose out on 300 other musical 
gems, is still a remarkably generous 
library for the price of admission. 


There are no Nintendo faces. 
Instead, a crowd of hedgehogs 
attends your concerts, and 
band-leader Barbara Bat is a 
surprisingly sexualised lead. 
Yes, even more so than Tingle 


(Em BIB 


A returning highlight sees eight players linking- 
up — with a single cart — to take an instrument 
each. This is terrific stuff, even if it does take 
the co-ordination of the London Philharmonic 


Tunes left behind can surely be cooked 
up in the edit mode, neatly sporting 
the option to hum into the mic for the 
game to interpret as sheet music. 

Add a Japanese Wii into the 
equation and an exclusive DX channel 
can be downloaded that wirelessly 
links the two machines, hijacking the 
television speakers for grander audio 
output. The Wii Fit and Mario Kart 
channels were a step in this direction, 
but this cross-format interaction is a 
leap for the playful functionality 
Nintendo always promised from its 
sibling technologies. Band Brothers' 
synth stylings may seem crude in this 
age of record-label-endorsed strum- 
offs, but there are few titles that so 
profoundly understand the flexibility 
and fun of noisemaking. [8] 


PTOLEMY WINS 


{IS WEIGHT ARC 


The GRR News ticker is a particular highlight — the likes of ‘hyena held in contempt of court’ and ‘rat race 
ends in tie’ are the perfect counterpoint to presenter Woodchuck Chumley's gravitas. Chumley, of course, 
is the return of Chuck Chumley from Stubbs The Zombie, and Doug Jones is once again on vocal duties 


f the Labour politician Aneurin 
all Bevan was right when he said 

"politics is a blood sport,” 
then perhaps it's time we reconsidered 
the whole question of hunting. Easy 
jokes aside, politics probably isn't the 
easiest sell to the videogames market — 
but then, Wideload has never been 
your average game developer. 

Hail To The Chimp is subtitled 'The 
Presidential Party Game,' but it doesn't 
really sit too well in the party genre: it's 
more of an arena game with variants. 
Each round has four presidential 
candidates facing off in a small level 
and bashing each other around while 
scrambling for the clams that populate 
each environment: these, in turn, are 
used to fulfil various criteria that win 
that round of the primary. 

There's a dividing line here: HTTC is 
one of those games that works very 
well with friends, but feels a little 


insipid played solo. Teaming up to 
unleash an unstoppable attack against 
the leader, knocking a friend's clams 
out of their hands just as they reach 
the ballot box, nudging someone over 
the edge of a cliff — it livens up no end 
in multiplayer, which can be conducted 
locally as well as online. 

There is a reason to play through 
the singleplayer campaign, however: 
unlocking all of the GRR News 
Network footage, spoof adverts and 
lame attack adverts that provide a 
wonderfully concepted and executed 
context to the ongoing knockabout 
fun. In tandem with the bright and 
clean visual style, HTTC's easy 
relationship with the subject matter 
results in some of the finest political 
animals you'll see and, what is perhaps 
even more remarkable, a videogame 
that is genuinely funny. Don't 
misunderestimate it. [7] 
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*The last metroid is in captivity. The galaxy 
is at peace." Thankfully, that's just about 
the only thing Super Metroid ever got wrong 


f you carefully pick them 

| | apart, it becomes clear that 

“aml many games fall over when 
it comes to the basic underlying 
principle of structure. Sometimes even 
a simple arc such as 'clear beginning, 
involving middle, satisfying 
conclusion' is missing. In gaming, that 
beginning is perhaps the most 
important aspect to get right: plunge 
the player into something unfamiliar 
and they'll reject it; handhold 
excessively and they'll resent it. Then 
there are other considerations: how 
do you set the tone, the mood? How 
do you get a player interested in the 


by the then-unparalleled SNES audio 
hardware, the only other noise 
monotonous digital wheeps 
indicating that something isn't right. 
Samus enters; Super Metroid 
begins. Computer whistlings form a 
background as the antiseptic corridors 
and automatic doors are navigated. 
Then the lab is reached, and it's 
instantly familiar: the title screen. 
Computer terminals glow unoperated. 
Isolated, hanging notes punctuate 
the dull mechanical thrum. But 
something's different: before the 
game began, a metroid larva was here 
and in its jar, behind another layer of 


lab is reached, and it's instantly familiar. 
Computer terminals glow unoperated. Isolated, 
&ánging notes punctuate the mechanical thrum 


potential of your character? How do 
you get them involved in your game? 
Super Metroid was to be Gumpei 
Yokoi's final hurrah with the franchise 
he'd birthed — he said it should be the 
last Metroid game — and the last 
developed by Nintendo's formidable 
R&D1 team for eight years. It was also 
a partial return to the first game in 
the series, an attempt to refine and 
rework that universe. In hindsight, 
that's an auspicious beginning. But 
next to what Yokoi, producer Makoto 
Kanoh, director Yoshio Sakamoto and 
R&D1 created to open the game, it 
seems nothing less than destiny. 
Super Metroid begins with text 
outlining the events of the previous 
Metroids, green characters slowly 
punched out against the rumble of a 
metallic, ominous beat lifted from 
The Terminator. Samus' ship peels into 
view, heading towards a space colony, 
the burning of its thrusters rendered 


protective glass. Now, the glass is 
shattered, the luminous alien form 
nowhere to be seen. Bodies of 
scientists, torn apart, lie all around. 
At the end, another automatic door. 
In the silent, final room beyond, the 
larva sits in its pristine jar, breaking 
the silence with owlish chirks. 

At this point, you've been playing 
Super Metroid — actual button- 
pressing playing — for all of two 
minutes. Within that time the game's 
makers not only bring out the 
importance of Samus within this 
universe, but also her yin and yang 
relationship to the metroids. It's a 
recognisable archetype, though subtly 
introduced, and this quick framing of 
Samus and the larva is instantly 
recognised by the player as the 
fulcrum of the entire series. 

If the measured and calm approach 
to this point has been the hallmark of 
Super Metroid's opening thus far, a 
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What can be achieved in such a 
brief sequence? The opening route 
uses its linearity to teach you the 
basics, of course, but in a human 
context it hangs over the entirety 
of your time on the planet Zebes 
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creeping unease but no more, then 
this is where it all literally comes 
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crashing down. Something has to 
break the tension. A fiery glint 
appears above the jar, the black 
background begins to coalesce into a 
spiny dragon, and soon the grotesque 
Ridley, claws fixed on the metroid 
larva, is staring straight at you. The 
final boss of Metroid 2 is your first 
encounter in Super Metroid, and 
there’s no way to stop it escaping with 
the last metroid - straight at the 
player, in fact, breaking out of the 
restrictions of your screen. 

The colony's self-destruct sequence 
begins, initiating a 60-second 
countdown. The outpost is collapsing. 
Debris falls on to the scientists who 
once worked here. Bursting steam 
pipes press Samus back, but you push 
through and reach the final vertical 
climb, whereupon the entire structure 
groans, lurching from left to right. 
Finally, you escape, your ship zipping 
from the installation before an 
explosion bisects the asteroid belt. 
Samus is going back to Zebes. 


There's a reason for spending 
so much time on the opening of a 
game that has so many other things to 
talk about: the core of Super Metroid 
and its enduring appeal are the 
attention to detail and attendant 
sensations that R&D1 fashioned into 
the game. These expert touches are at 
their most powerful in the framing of 
Samus' third adventure. How many 
games since have done such a 


The title screen shows the larva still captive, but 

the bodies hint at something gone wrong. Samus' 
relationship to this metroid turns out to be the key to 
finally defeating Mother Brain in an affecting climax 
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convincing job of familiarising the 
player with an environment before 
turning the situation into a threat? 
Half-Life aside, there are few to touch 
Super Metroid. It's a point that has 
been made before, but the world of 
Metroid is one of green energy- 
sucking aliens, power beams and 
space pirates — it's little more than the 
stuff of pulp sci-fi when considered in 
a traditional narrative sense. But the 
brilliance of Nintendo's game lies in 
making traditional narrative a 
secondary consideration: the driving 
force is always the environment and 
the possible interactions with it. The 
real core of Metroid, taken to brain- 


tickling extremes in Super Metroid, 
is how Samus' abilities - and thus 
the capabilities of the player — 
transform and evolve throughout. 
Samus' first steps on Zebes are 
as carefully choreographed as the 
game's barnstorming opening. A 
thunderstorm-illuminated trek over 
grassy rock leads to a single entrance. 
Then, your inexorable journey 
downwards begins. Making your way 
through the caverns, the only signs of 
life are sluggish insects, their quiet 
snick-snicking interrupted as they 
scatter at your approach. Routes 
forward appear plentiful, but at this 
stage your access to the complexities 
of the labyrinth is severely limited. 
Encountering locked doors is 
frustrating in the most obvious sense, 
but it's also deliciously tinged with the 
knowledge that at some point you'll 


be given the capability to see what 
right now is forbidden. One of the 
more intangible pleasures is the 


mental map you begin building of the 


game's world to complement the one 
provided by the game. You ponder 
the meaning of a bomb icon, 
scrutinise an unusual-looking ceiling, 
and size up a gap that, right now, is 
beyond your leaping ability. Your 
blazing return to these points with a 
fully powered-up Samus is among 
gaming's most satisfying experiences. 

But right now, the only way 
onwards is through a metallic 
corridor, leading you to the smashed 
shell of Mother Brain, the final 


s could be just like any other videogame 
rUction, until the mournful and sinister 
scape transforms it into architecture 


challenge of the original game. Her 
defence system is in ruins, the room 
bare. Zebes, the Space Pirates' 
homeworld, is abandoned. 

The final step of this introduction 
is perhaps the greatest balancing act, 
managing both understatement and 
shock. At the end of Mother Brain's 
lair is a lift: taking it downwards sees 
Samus collect the game's first and 
most basic power-up, the morph ball. 
A decorative-looking face sits either 
side of the sphere, while a discreet 
piece of machinery is tucked away in 
an upper corner. When Samus collects 
the power-up, however, the two faces 
come to life and turn to face her. At 
the same time, a spotlight clicks into 
gear and focuses Samus with a bright 
yellow beam. Instinctively, in this 
subterranean network, you turn from 
the light — but it follows you around. 


After the initial surprise, it doesn't do 
anything: just watches. Zebes may not 
be abandoned. Something is watching 
you. And now Samus is miles below 
the surface, isolated from her ship, 
and severely underpowered. Super 
Metroid's beginning ends here. 


The open-ended nature of the 
rest of the game prevents much of the 
intricate theatre of this sequence, but 
in terms of atmosphere the common 
tool remains the exceptional 
soundtrack. The focus is always on 
complementing the visuals rather than 
more simplistic prompts such as 
signalling the approach of a new 
enemy, and with rare exceptions such 
as boss fights it permeates every layer 
of the game. The deep caverns, 
dizzying descents and tight squares 

of Zebes could be just like any other 
videogame construction, until the 
mournful and sinister soundscape 
transforms them into architecture. 
The pounding beat that greets you 

on returning to the surface, the 
oozing and sluggish tunes that turn 
back on themselves and give a regular 
beat to your time underground, all 
accompanied by the constant clicks 
and shuffles from the planet's 
inhabitants. It seems late to say it a 
full 14 years after the event, but the 
inescapable fact remains that this 

is how Metroid was always supposed 
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Super Metroid's opening is 
obvious ever 
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insects that scuttle away at Samus' 
approach. Turn on the power and they 
begin to trundle backwards and 
forwards, stumbling a few steps back 
when you fire — leading to a later 
puzzle that involves knocking them 
into droid-shaped holes. Or there are 
the snails that retreat into their shells 
and can be kicked around the room, a 
light tinkle accompanying each boot. 
Super Metroid not only took the 
series forward, it raised it to a level it 
hasn't matched since. Simple things, 
like the ability to switch between 
Samus' beams, were new but provided 
unexpected depth (and always that 
attention to detail - have you ever 
noticed that the ice beam, though 
unable to freeze some enemies with 
one blast, will slow their joints?). The 
game's structure popularised a huge 
subgenre of the action game. Its own 
successors had to literally add another 
dimension to give it new life. It's 
Nintendo at its height, Samus at her 
best, and R&D1 at the peak of their 
abilities. Thanks be that the galaxy 
wasn't really at peace, because there's 


still no space opera quite as tZ 
finely pitched as Super Metroid. 
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THE MAKING OF... 


From Rupture Farms to Sekto Springs: 
the unlikely story of a wonderful world 


RMAT: PC, PS, XBOX PUE R: GT INTERACTIVE/MICROSOFT 


or a movie-maker in the 
E mid-'90s, familiar with 
almost ten years of high- 


end 3D graphics, the response of 
gaming to Sega's Virtua Racing 
was, in a word, odd. "It was grad- 
shop development still," recalls 
Lorne Lanning, the movie-maker 
in question. "Sceptical of anyone 
who didn't how to build 


videogames, especially Hollywood. 


But it didn't know 3D - and 
suddenly it knew that it didn't 
know. That was how we got in." 
It was a chaos familiar to 
any sea change in technology. 
'Siliwood' companies like Rocket 
Science and Crystal Dynamics 
would hire 3D talent from 
Industrial Light & Magic, 
production designers from 
Hollywood and effects experts 
from Apple, and the result would 
be mayhem. "The film people 
dramatically underestimated 
games' complexity. They made 
no intelligent connection that 
would result in something the 
audience would enjoy. Good 
business stories, perhaps, but 
bad production models." 
Lanning, on the other hand, 
together with long-time business 
partner Sherry McKenna, spoke a 


d Ac P 
Abe and his fellow Mudokons had to be tweaked for the Japanese release of Abe's Oddysee, their four-fingered hands symbolising a subclass of accident-prone 
Japanese meat packers, much to the ire of pressure groups. The art for Rupture Farms’ Mudokon Pops packaging — a head on a stick — also underwent changes 


good rap, and for good reason. 
He knew high-end 3D, but more 
importantly he knew games, even 
if his experience was gleaned 
entirely from the joypad. For jaded 
executives, his passion and 
McKenna's acumen were precious, 
if precarious, commodities. "We 
wouldn't have got the money 
today," he believes. "The industry 
is much more like the rest of 
entertainment, dominated by less 
than a handful while everyone else 
scrounges for pennies." 

Not many startups share a 


R: ODDWORLD INHABITANTS ORI 


told it to Sherry in 1992, in the 
context of a larger epic, and it 
was basically Oddworld.” 


The core theme of haves 
and have-nots, then, was there 
from the start, and has driven the 
series ever since. But Lanning's 
vision was still to be shaped by 
the realities of videogame 
development. Abe was a city- 
dweller, rejected yet surrounded 
by society, fashion, hustle and 
bustle. Not, it emerged, an easy 
life for anyone. "Doing 3D with 


"We wouldn't have got the money today. The 
industry is dominated by less than a handful 
while everyone else scrounges for pennies" 


name with their first IP, and you 
have to wonder what Oddworld 
Inhabitants devised first. Was it 
Oddworld, the remarkable, ever- 
expanding universe of weird 
creatures, skewed satire and 
emotive plights? Or was it 

Abe's Oddysee, the PlayStation 
platformer that put the art in fart? 
Lanning laughs. "What came first 
was a story we haven't told yet. 
It was about a guy who lost his 
body to a credit card racket. | 
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clothes was a royal pain in the ass, 
so | focused on the guy with the 
loincloth instead. And where does 
he work? The meat processing 
plant, of course. It's silly how the 
most practical necessities can drive 
your biggest ideas." 

A sinister tale of globalisation 
told by one of its sorriest slaves, 
Abe's Oddysee didn't just start at 
the bottom, but on the outside. 
"|f you thought of it like our 
world," says Lanning, "there'd be 
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A number of proposed trips to Oddworld have 
been postponed or cancelled, the highest profile 
being RTS The Hand Of Odd and the mysterious The 
Brutal Ballad Of Fangus Clott. “Hand Of Odd was 
on the table as: if we can become a studio that 
works on two games at a time, the other will be 
this one,” says Lanning. “So let's put a little of that 
out there, as PR buzz, to see if it'll resonate. At 

the time, | remember looking at the guy next to 

me at the LAX urinal and it's Bobby Kotick from 
Activision. And he asks me what I'm doing and I 
say: ‘I'm thinking of doing an RTS game’. He says: 
‘Don't do it, you'll lose your ass’. That was the time 
when PC was starting to have this ‘retail condition’, 
and the viability of PC was going down. So we 
decided not to expand, and Hand Of Odd basically 
sat on the shelf. But I can tell you that it might not 
be gathering dust. A friend of mine is a high-level 
executive in China, and he's like: ‘Hey, man, what 
about Hand Of Odd? We can do it'. If someone can 
come back with a real passion, and really get what 
it's about, then it's something we could conceivably 
license out for someone else to do." 

And Fangus? "We started that with a publisher 
and it didn't work out for reasons I can't describe. 
But the character | loved, and the story | loved. 
Actually, Fangus may show up in an upcoming 
announcement. But it would be one piece of a 
larger thing — he'd be one of several characters." 


In a nod to the movie 
Soylent Green, Abe's 
Oddysee depicts a world 
in which environmental 
decline and financial 
hardship has driven 
capitalism to the most 
despicable of solutions 


some areas that were as primitive 
as possible, others as high-tech as 
Tokyo, New York or London. So 
we'd have the full gauntlet. What I 
wanted to do with the Oddworld 
Quintology [an ambition that, 

on and off, he still pursues] was 
start in the third world. Then 

you find yourself dead smack 

in the centre of trade and 
commerce, Gnarlybebb. That 
would be our Manhattan." 

Was it a tough pitch? "Tougher 
today, | think. Back then, Sherry's 
philosophy was simple: we're all 
people. So if you wanted to do a 
business deal, that's what she was 
looking at. Who are they? What 
do they care about? And it was 
obvious to us that the executives, 
the ones making the business 
decisions, really weren't proud of 
the games they were making. 

"They felt they were largely for 
kids. And not just kids — boys. Boys 
who like to break and kill shit. 
Seeing how thick that perception 
was, we basically said: "Wouldn't 
you like to feel better?'" Abe, 
then, in the age of Mortal Kombat 
and Doom, became a kind of 
talisman for the men in suits. Men 
who, in the eyes of the press, were 
seen increasingly as having blood 
on their hands. 

Sauntering between puzzles, 
cutscenes and ethically sound 


combat, Abe's Oddysee sits in the 
hallowed company of games like 
Another World and Flashback, 
feeling thoroughly adventurous 
despite being, essentially, a 
platformer. And that, says Lanning, 
is no coincidence. 

" Flashback engaged me more 
than any other game at the time. 
It just blew me away. While people 


were trying to get more of the 
screen moving, that game put its 
resources into animation. It did 
things that felt less like artwork 
moving about on the screen, which 
is what Mario was doing, and more 
like there's this little guy living in 
this box, and you're in control of 
him. Sherry got excited just by 
watching it. And she could play 

it - and she is not a gamer at all - 
because the pacing was up to her. 

"Then it had this narrative that 
was really just the ambience of the 
environment. That was the feeling 
| wanted to capture. Funnily, we 
got the money for the first Abe 
based on our 3D expertise, but I 
knew we were really gonna make 
a 2D game. We never said that, of 
course. | wanted to slow the screen 
down, create some nice transitions, 
things that felt more like film, and 
leave the orientation of casual 
gamers intact." 

Lanning’s early journey into 
games would embolden rather 
than tame his Hollywood 
mentality, his whip-cracking 
initiative causing no end of 
conflict. "It was total chaos," he 
admits. "[The staff] were set on 


Fans of Oddworld's artistic journey should waste 
no time in seeking out two rich resources: the 
Oddworld homepage (www.oddworld.com) and 
the 256-page book, The Art Of Oddworld 
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paradigms | wanted to smash. 

The idea, for instance, of having 

a shooting game in which your 
character didn't have a gun. How 
many times was | told that was the 
most stupid thing in the world? 
l've been called an idiot on so 
many different levels, so many 
different times. 

"| was told a lot of things, 
among them that no one cares 
about cinematics. Period. 
Statistically, they'd say, no one 
watches movies in games. Well, 
historically, movies in games suck, 
so why would | watch them? 
Guys, throw the quality equation 
into your decision-making. We all 
go to movies, we all watch TV 
shows. We love the great stories 
that games don't have. So let's 
make some." 


To Lanning, Oddworld was 
much like one of its characters’ 
journeys, something that began 
small but then grew, onward and 
outward, always in spite of the 
system. “It doesn't make sense in 
such a rapidly changing industry 
to think in terms of a 20-year plan, 
but that’s how we did it. And it 
worked: we've built a brand and 
we still own it. We've done the 
impossible, but we've paid the 
price along the way." 

What some might simply call 


'resistance' or 'creative differences' 
has, for Lanning and his team, 
been more a constant, bone- 
rattling turbulence. "What can 
happen is that expectations of an 
audience and a publishing 
community can shape your product 
into something where derivative is 
more important than new," 
explains Lanning. "They want to 
see the Abe they know and love. 
So Microsoft wanted to call 
Munch's Oddysee 'Abe & Munch's 
Fun Adventures'. They actually 
proposed that. It was like: "Well, 
can you be any less creative? Is 
that possible?'" 

Amid howls of treason from 
the Sony faithful, Munch's 
Oddysee, the series' third 
adventure, landed alongside 
Microsoft's Xbox with an aptly 
leaden thump. As wondrously 
illustrated as any Oddworld, its 
big ideas seemed oddly incapable 
of flight, as if grounded by the 
weight of their ambition. 

Lanning sighs: "We really 
believed in Xbox. We believed in 
Ed Fries [then Xbox evangelist and 
vice president of Microsoft's game 
division], we believed in the guys 
who had built it. It was a pretty 
robust group up there. But they 
did things they weren't supposed 
to, like completely annihilate our 
market. At €400, the Xbox was just 


a tombstone. It was a horrifically 
stupid decision and one totally 
beyond our control. Six months 
prior to release, no one thought 
they were gonna sell it for that 
much money. When you first 
signed up as a developer, they 
were saying they might even give 
that box away. So it seemed like 
the right move. And they were 
looking at Munch, they said, 
because they were looking for 
the casual game player." 
Microsoft's desire to tick every 
box is as famous as its console's 
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Aside from enemy types like the Sligs and Slogs, 
life beyond Rupture Farms took AI spontaneity to 
a new level thanks to the game's bespoke engine, 
ALIVE (Aware Lifeforms In A Virtual Environment) 


failure to do so, Xbox becoming 
the quintessential hardcore 
machine. Halo stole its launch, 
leaving an uncomfortable niche 
for the dreamy Munch, which 
nonetheless struggled on to 
become a platinum hit. Beyond 
its Finding Nemo-esque opening, 
which still leaves an Xbox-sized 
lump in the throat, lay a game 
Lanning solemnly calls ‘the 
nightmare of my life’. 

"| won't name names - this 
actually concerns a good guy - 
but it's indicative of the way big 
companies do things. We were 
looking at the first movies our 
team had been working on - and 
they were always very finicky, 
striving for excellence — and it 
was the first time we'd used 
Bink compression. And this guy 
comes over, shows me the result 
and says: ‘What do you think?’ 
And I was like: ‘You're joking, 
right? It's garbage’. That ruffled 
some feathers. 

"'But it's just a movie’, said one 
of the executive producers. Well, 
first of all, if I show my people 
that, the whole department's 
gonna walk out the door and 
go somewhere their work is 
appreciated. Our culture will not 
allow that to leave the building. 
And you're selling a DVD player. 
DVD means better than VHS, not 
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SPEAKEASY 


From a bewildering array of options 
to a simple contextual talk button, 
Oddworld's Gamespeak feature was 
substantially reduced between Abe's 
Oddysee and Stranger's Wrath. Is 
this to say Lanning would have 
done things differently with the 
benefit of hindsight? "Absolutely. 

If | did it again today, I'd have you 
press one button and your voice 
options would come down as a 
menu, right over the character. But 
at the time | was totally against 
menus of any kind. The guys would 
say: 'But you need more menus, 
man!’ And | was like: ‘Get more 
creative’. We really wanted it to 
look like a film, not something that 
was built for challenge. In Stranger, 
we just said: ‘Screw it, let's just 
reinvent enough wheels'." 


106 


worse than the web. It wasn't 
really a problem with Bink's 
software, it was just that no one 
knew how to dial it properly. And 
they were like: ‘Well, you don't 
have any market statistics to back 
all this up’. ‘Oh my God’, | said, 
‘you guys have to do market 
research to decide your mom's 
name. DVD means high quality. 
Get it together.'" 

Microsoft was a good partner, 
he insists, though one that was, 
perhaps by necessity, poles apart in 
its outlook and behaviour. "We 
made plenty of mistakes ourselves, 


shooting, shooting, shooting and 
shooting. Then maybe bombing 
and shooting. Then shooting. Then 
The Sims. It's the war shelf, not the 
game shelf. 

"| felt, with Abe starting off as 
this non-violent personality, it 
would be a good time to divest 
into something more action- 
driven. But there was a very 
practical reason for doing it as 
well, which is that, when you build 
an adventure/puzzle type of game 
with high-fidelity graphics and 
audio, the code effort is more than 
building a really good shooter. 


"What happens is that your big publishers 
say: ‘These are our games that sell well - 
what do you have that will sell like them?"" 


and | personally suffered from 
what a lot of designers do, just 
being overambitious and not 
disciplined enough to keep it small 
and focus on the things that really 
matter. So it kept expanding and 
expanding, and what happens 
then is you get less than you were 
hoping for." 


A complete rundown of 
lessons learned throughout the 
making of Munch's Oddysee has 
been publicly available for some 
time. It's called Stranger's Wrath. 
The hero this time was a creature 
of cruelty rather than a victim, 
an unkempt, navel-gazing 
sharpshooter with a unique take 
on the term 'live ammo'. He was 
a hardcore solution to the Xbox 
problem, the game juggling 
contradictions that would ruin 
most. Adventurous and disciplined, 
pensive and playful, it gunned 
down an Edge 9 with ease. 
"Games at the time were 
getting more hardcore, not more 
casual," observes Lanning. “All this 
talk today of: 'Casual games are 
huge, blah blah blah'. Well, not on 
consoles they're not. Bullshit, just 
bullshit. What happens is that your 
big publishers say: ‘These are our 
games that sell really well — what 
do you have that will sell like 
them?' And you look and it's like: 


Every turn and new screen has to 
have a twist, and what that really 
means is new code. When you're 
dealing with a shooting engine, 
it's much easier to ramp up your 
challenge and complexity factor." 

Over three years on, that trip 
to Gizzard Gulch remains our last 
to Oddworld, its creator still to 
announce details of its new opus, 
Citizen Siege, widely believed to 
be part game, part something 
else, perhaps even a movie and 
TV show. There's also a new 
Oddworld, inadvertently 
announced during a university 
lecture by none other than Maxis 
co-founder Jeff Braun, Lanning's 
surprising new collaborator. 
Lanning himself talks passionately 
about new forms of multimedia 
(on Valve's Team Fortress 2 shorts: 
"Look at those and you're looking 
at the future"), which makes some 
form of Oddworld movie seem 
almost inevitable. It's been a long 
time coming, we remark. 

"We never wanted to lose 
control of the property, which 
pretty much cancelled any idea of 
leasing it out to some company for 
$100,000," he explains. "The easily 
forgotten history is that GT were 
going out of business as soon as 
they started, and they owned half 
our company. So half the time I’m 
trying to get a game done and half 


the time I’m on the road, looking 
for new partners and clients. Then 
they sold to Atari, and Atari was a 
disaster of a magnitude that'll 
never be told or else someone's 
getting sued. That debacle was 
just unbelievable. We got in with 
EA - that was a disaster. So we 
were just pulling our hair out. 
"When we were building 
Munch, a guy named Brian Burk, 
who for the most part no one had 
heard of, wanted to do the movie. 
And we never even had the time 
to read a treatment from this guy 
who loved Abe and who wanted 
to shop in Hollywood. To cut a 
long story short, he just finished 
the movie Cloverfield and his 
partner, who we'd also never 
heard of, is JJ Abrams [creator 
of Lost]. But because we were 
dealing with these idiotic, 
dysfunctional publisher 
relationships, we were never 
able to engage. And that's why, 


in my opinion, no game companies 
have ever really transcended to 
taking on TV shows. 

"But, if we can maintain the 
integrity of the franchise and the 
quality of the brand, if we can 
keep the fans not necessarily 
supplied but aware, and confident 
that what we release will be high 
quality, with a certain signature 
that they'll like, we'll always be 
OK. So we're focusing on the film 
and TV fronts right now, but 
we're doing it our way." He 
chuckles. "The hard way." x 


Munch's Oddysee bears more than a few scars of 
its troubled development for PS2 and then Xbox. 
The manual describes features that aren't in the 
game, while Lanning's concerns over Bink video 
compression are recalled during the odd dodgy 
cutscene. A YouTube clip of the canned and quite 
different PS2 code makes for interesting viewing 
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BIG HEAD AND A SMALL 
WET VO Ger 3 

| "e ARCH Lic iasan SNOUT WITH A COMBO 

j LIGHTS, ARIST wets TACT GAS MASK AND NIGHT 
"x — dd VISION GOGLES. 


Whatever its woes as a 3D adventure, the 
achievement of Munch's Oddysee in maki 
feel, even cry, for a character who 1o0KS lik 

Dalek's genitals cannot be overstated. Th&dii "V 
predicament of his race, the Gabbits (their eggs. 
are a ferociously farmed delicacy, their lungs 
popular among the first game's chain-smoking 
Glukkons), makes Abe's look like a holiday 
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king developments in development 


Ensuring small is beautiful 


The new generation of downloadable games is 
changing the market for middleware engines 
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veryone loves downloadable 
games, don't they? They're small, 


cheap and disposable chunks of 


e fun; much like the original wave of 
arcade games the industry grew out of 
in the '80s. It's not called Xbox Live 

e Arcade for nothing. 


For developers, however, smallness, 
cheapness and disposability are all 
restrictions to be overcome. Of course, 
there's no shortcut when it comes to 
making a fun game. That's always been 
down to creativity and experience. But 
when it comes to dealing with small and 
cheap aspects, these are an area in which 
middleware companies are looking to 
provide a helping hand. 

For one thing, such is the explosive 
growth in the number of developers 

e making downloadable games that it's a 


market few can ignore. It also provides 
an opportunity for some of the less 
established middleware vendors, notably 
those offering simple (yet still complete) 
engines to build a reputation with 
the emerging developers likely to be 
producing the breakout console hits 
of the future. 

One such middleware company is 


Epicenter used the Vicious 
Engine to gets its debut 
game Critter Round-up out 
the door inside three months 


Vicious Cycle Software. Based in North 
Carolina, just down the road from the 
engine powerhouse that is Epic Games, 
it's part of that resurgent trend: the 
game developer turned tools supplier. So 
after five years making games and 
working on its own internal tools, in 
2005 it took the decision to make them 
available to other developers. Initially, 
the focus was placed on supporting the 
then just released PSP, a platform Vicious 
had experience on, thanks to its then 
ongoing work on titles such as Puzzle 
Quest and Dead Head Fred. 

But in the meantime, as well as 
adding the prerequisite Xbox 360, 
PlayStation 3 and Wii console support, 
developers making downloadable games 
have become a focus for the company, 
with US developer Frozen Codebase, 


“If | could pick my perfect deal, it 
would be paying vendors once we're 
profitable, and that's not very likely" 


which consists of former members of 
Raven and Radical, most recently signing 
up to use Vicious Engine for its XBLA 
game, Elements Of Destruction. 

"We never really considered 
developing an in-house engine for our 
XBLA or WiiWare titles," explains Ben 
Geisler, founder of Frozen Codebase. 

"If we worked on 2D titles, an in-house 
engine might be feasible, but we like to 
focus on fully 3D downloadable titles, so 
it really doesn't make sense to have a 
dedicated game engine group. As we 
scale up to retail triple-A games this may 
change, but the middleware option 
really makes sense for short-play games." 

Indeed, demonstrating the range of 
technology now available, Frozen 
Codebase seriously evaluated five 
engines before choosing Vicious Engine. 
Previously it had used GarageGames' 
Torque 360 engine for its first release, 
Screwjumper. "We switched to Vicious 
for our new game because of technical 


Relative to its popularity with retail games, not many 


downloadable games use the Unreal 3 Engine but 
one of the first to do so was XBLA title RoboBlitz, 


infeasibilities," explains Geisler, 
somewhat cryptically. 

Another studio using Vicious Engine is 
Epicenter. And as lead programmer Gary 
Kroll points out, the restrictions of the 
genre force makers to think differently 
about the development process 
compared to normal retail releases. 

“The most important features are ease 
of use and stability,” he explains. “Right 
now, the reality is small downloadable 
games have small budgets and short 
development schedules. It’s easier to 
make a good product in a short time 
with an easy-to-use engine than it is with 
one of the premiere engines with all the 
bells and whistles. The mega engines can 
be complex beasts that require a lot of 
attention just to keep stable.” 

We shouldn't assume that all start- 
ups are looking to buy technology. As 
Jason Hughes, formerly of Naughty 
Dog and now president of Steel Penny 
Games, explains, there can be good 
reason for studios to create their own. 

"My background is in technology and, 
to an extent, our engine is my guilty 
pleasure," he says. "So while what we 
have today doesn't compare all that 
favourably with commercial engines, 
knowing every inch of the codebase 
brings its own advantages." 

Aside from available features the 
other major issue, both for developers 
and middleware providers, is the cost of 
access to technology. The budgets for 
such games are so small and the financial 
rewards for hits still unproven that 
developers have little money up-front, 
so vendors have to offer more flexible 
rates when it comes to licensing. 

"We definitely had to adapt to the 
smaller budgets, but we also have to be 
careful that we we're not losing money 
through support or training efforts," 
says Vicious Cycle's chief technical officer, 
Wayne Harvey. "Smaller games just 
aren't getting much of a development 
budget, so that is why we offer a 

'percentage of budget' program. This has 
worked well for us by creating happy 


which amazingly met the 50MB size limit of the time 


Frozen Codebase's XBLA download 
game Edge Of Destruction was built Case study: Vicious 
(secre using Vicious Cycle's Vicious Engine 


Company: Vicious Cycle 
Technology: Vicious Engine 
Platforms: 360, PC, PS3, PSP, Wii 
Cost: available on request 

URL: www.viciousengine.com 


Did you design the Vicious Engine 
for downloadable games, and if 

not why do you think it's suitable 
for them? 

Wayne Harvey: Honestly we didn't design 
the engine to be suited for downloadable 
games, but we did design it to be flexible 
and easy to use. Because of its flexibility 
it's easily modified to work within the 
confines of a downloadable game and 
because of its ease of use, small teams 
are able to produce a tall order on a 
limited budget. 


How big an issue is game file size? 

WH: It's a huge issue because the online 
portals limit how much can be downloaded 
to the media. Our engine is already well 
suited for this because Vicious Engine's data 
packing features help ensure a tight and 
finely tuned build. 


Do you think studios making 
downloadable games are different 
to more traditional developers? 
WH: It seems the downloadable 
game crowd isn't in it for 


i the money. Instead they 
customers and generating repeat are in it for the thrill of 


business at the same time.” making games and 
"Unfortunately, price is a major issue being innovative. 
for smaller studios,” agrees Nathaniel 5 
McClure, CEO of Epicenter. "You have to 
evaluate engine ability and price, which 
will then dictate how much money is left. 
But the vendors we have worked with so 
far, such as Vicious, GarageGames and 
RAD, have been very flexible." 
Hughes is also sanguine about cost. 
“I'm not sure we saved any money by 
building our own technology, but I 
believe in long-term investments," he 
says. "Flexibility is available if the 
developer can commit more projects to 
an engine or library, but in terms of 
sufficiently flexible deals, there is no 
such thing. If | could pick my perfect deal, 
it would be paying vendors once we're 
profitable, and that's not very likely." 
Nothing, not even the world of » 
small, downloadable games is tZ "I 


that perfect. 


Studio profile_._ — 


Like Top Trumps, but for game dev 


ll COMPANY NAME: Codemasters Studio Guildford 


7 codemesters” 


W DATE FOUNDED: August 2007 


ü 
E NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 42 
W KEY STAFF: All 42 of us and beyond 
4 AN 1 Guildford, Surrey, 
i ; ES: z e * p UK 
9 > > E P A * 
/ o —. EE 
"i à: œ £s 
: f; ns = 
MA E 
e | | g <q. E CURRENT PROJECTS: 
\ p> ea % Unannounced original IP 
on consoles and PC 


W URL: www.codemasters.com 


W PREVIOUS PROJECTS: The new studio will add to Codemasters' portfolio of 
None titles, which includes Gríd and Operation Flashpoint 2 


W ABOUT THE STUDIO 
"We're about people, game and process — in that order. ‘slots’. This edict has laid the foundations of a truly 
Talented individuals deliver outstanding results with world class studio. Our team has well over 200 years 
strong processes. of combined development experience working on AAA 
"The studio was founded in August 2007 in the titles including Burnout, Black, Splinter Cell, Fable, The 
vibrant town of Guildford, one of the UK's major Getaway, EyeToy games and many more. 
hotbeds of development. Our mandate: to gather "Our philosophy is simple: consider everything 
outstanding talent capable of creating AAA original from the players' perspective. We tackle issues up- 
IP to extend Codemasters' hugely successful internal front and head-on, allowing us to be adventurous in 
studios portfolio whilst supporting the company's long- development: if it's not enhancing our audience's 
term shared technology strategy — the EGO engine. enjpvmem WV GUILT eerie eee) o 
“From day one we've invested in the culture and “With our first project completing pre-production 
values of our studio. Every individual is hired for their and our second entering the concept phase, it's a mom in bel dui ples co 190, a 
exceptional talent and their ‘fit’. We don't hire to fill hugely exciting time for us.” has recently won the rights to the Formula One licence 
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With a well-deserved reputation for bringing excellent and innovative games to all types 
of players from all over the world, and a massive investment into developing powerful 
new technology... there’s never been a better time to play at Codemasters! 


With over 60 no.1 titles in the trophy cabinet, and more to come... we're a leading force in 
the games industry. Be it action, fantasy, driving or war-based gaming... there's something 
for everyone. Combine all of this with Codemasters Studio's powerful EGO" Engine 
technology and we are making a whole new unstoppable generation of games. 


So, with our investment in people, technology and quality, it means that we are built 
to win! If you want to be part of the fastest growing studio in the UK, take a look at the 


many positions available. 


to find-out more go to: * 
www.codemasters.com 


or emai? 
TheEdge@codemasters.com 


A 
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©2008 The Codemasters Software Company Limited (“Codemasters”). All rights reserved. "Codemasters" ^ 
is a registered trademark owned by Codemasters and the Codemasters logo is a trademark of Codemasters. 
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DIRECTOR OF detent. 
WEB DEVELOPMENT LEAD 
SENIOR / TOOLS AND TECHNOLOGY SOFTWARE ENGINEER 
SENIOR / GIS ENGINEER 

SENIOR C# WINFORMS PROGRAMMER 

SENIOR SOFTWARE ENGINEER 

SOFTUJARE ENGINEER 

TOOLS PROGRAMMER 

MICROSOFT SQL SERVER PROGRAMMER 

Al PROGRAMMER Ze Vm es 
LEAD ARTIST Ca a S ON 
LEAD ANIMATOR BÉ wo N- ^ 
SENIOR ENVIRONMENT AG (Materials Specialist) X S 
CONCEPT ARTIST 2 NNI Wars 
CHARACTER CONCEPT ARTIST. (N 
2D UI ARTIST ic d 
SENIOR / GAME DESIGNER = s 
DESIGNERS A 
ASSISTANT PRODUCER 

COMMUNITY OFFICER 

SENIOR FINANCIAL CONTROLLER 
MARKETING MANAGER (Based in US) 
VICE PRESIDENT OF ONLINE OPERATIONS (Based in US) 


Unreal is a registered trademark of Epic Games Inc. 


wuwww.realtimeworlds.com 
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Crytek Stüdios in Frankfurt, Budapest and Kiev 


For more information about Crytek and current openings, please visit our website www.crytek.com 


FARCRY CRYSIS c 


Crytek, CryENGINE and Crysis are trademarks or registered trademarks of Crytek GmbH in the U.S. and/or other countries. 
Far Cry is a trademark of Ubisoft Entertainment in the US and/or other countries. 


LECTURER/SENIOR LECTURER p^ % 
GAMES ANIMATION REF: 5829 GAMES LEVEL DESIGN REF: 5828 E 4 
£26,665 - £42,79| pa (with a pa š 
Fortune favours the brave. So if nd is E 


og io ti UNIVERSITY OF 
»» TEESSIDE 


For further details and an application form, contact: Human Resources Department, University of Teesside, Middlesbrough, 
Tees Valley TS! 3BA. Tel: 01642 342200, email: jobs@tees.ac.uk or visit www.tees.ac.uk Please quote reference number. 
Closing date: 3| August 2008. 
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" all, its not called Hig or nothing! 


LittleBigPlanet” is made by a little team with big ideas. 
But we always have a few gaps left for really good people. TfL f 
rJ 


Especially if you're a Community Manager, Mediamolecule 
a Motion-Graphics Designer, a Level Designer or an Art Manager. jobs@mediamolecule.com 


VIDEOGAME CULTURE 


EDGE 


NINTENDO SONY MICROSOFT HANDHELD COIN-OP ONLINE 


Reaching professionals 


453,283 


people actively seek employment through 


Edge and Edge-Online 


every month 


Active professionals 


50% 


full-time professionals are interested in 
changing jobs over 
the next 12 months 


. Experienced professionals 
2years months 


experience within 
their chosen field 


"Edge's service was 
professional, efficient and 
very effective. During the 
recruitment campaign we 
received an excellent response 
from candidates with the right 


TO advertise in Edge, ; skills and experience. In no 
contact Julian House: Toe oes apie 


- the site, CVs started flooding 
jhouse@futurenet.co.uk in JAE wit a 
use Edge again for our 

recruitment needs.” 


Katrin Winkler, HR manager, Crytek 


lad 
sta im lessg ames Every one of the 170 individuals at Frontier shares your passion for games — 
it shines through our impressive track record. Our vision of videogames as 
the world's premier form of entertainment drives us to use our cutting-edge, 
in-house technology & tools to develop innovative, quality titles. 


Frontier has a great work environment, based on the Science Park in the 
RASAR ^ vibrant city of obo. edad big enough to produce a wide variety of 
jobs@stainlessgames.com content,and flexible enough for your ideas and enthusiasm to 
make a difference. 


Get in touch via www.frontier.co.uk — we're waiting to hear from you. 


world-leading developer of console and PC download titles 
Xbox 360 | XBLA | Wii | PS3 | PSP | Vista 


www. stainiessgames.com 


. . For your total recruitment 
solution for both print and 
online advertising, speak 
to Julian House today. 


™ zd M DE 
telephone: diras Aarati Our Clients. Our Candidates. Our Network. Our Friends. 
jhouse@futurenet.co.uk 
Hot Jobs 
Director of Development £HIGH UK Studio 
Senior Audio Programmer £High ++ England - Midlands 
Senior Graphics Programmer £High England - Midlands 
Network Programmers --NEW £Comp ++ UK Wide 
Lead Artist +FANTASTIC ROLE+ £Attractive England - Midlands | 
Handheld Programmer £HIGH England - London 
Senior Producers x3 £Competitive UK Wide 
Chief Level Designer £HIGH++ England - Midlands 
Senior Mobile Developer £Competitive England - South 
Senior Tools Programmer £Competitive England - Midlands 


Call +44 (0) 141 585 6491 or visit www.specialmove.com for more great jobs 


The choice of the experienced games industry professional. 


— 
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University _ 
| Wm Wc 


Like Top Trumps, but for universities 


W INSTITUTION NAME: Media Design School 


W NUMBER OF STUDENTS: 300 


^ G 
W URL: www.mediadesign.school.nz 
W CONTACT: enquiries@mediadesign.school.nz — +64 09 30 30402 
E LOCATIONS: 
Auckland, 
New Zealand 
« » 
Wl COURSES OFFERED: 


B KEY STAFF 
Brendan Burns, course leader, Graduate Diploma of Game Development 
Steffan Hooper, course leader, Diploma of Interactive Gaming 


Graduate Diploma of Game 
Development (majoring in 
game programming or game 
art). Diploma of Interactive 
Gaming (majoring in game 
programming). Diploma of 
3D Computer Animation 
(majoring in 3D art) 

Diploma of Visual Effects and 
Motion Graphics 

Diploma of Digital Media 


E KEY ALUMNI 
Philip Mayes, programmer, Krome Studios, Adelaide; Daniel Silk, 
programmer, Krome Studios, Adelaide; Karl Lodge, artist, Krome Studios, 
Adelaide; Cameron Hart, senior programmer, Sidhe Interactive, Wellington; 
Jeremy Scott, lead programmer, Virtual Spectator, Auckland. 


Game development students at MDS can choose to 
specialise in either game programming or art. The 
two streams then work together in group projects 


E INSIDE VIEW: LUKE TE HIRA COURSE: GRADUATE DIPLOMA OF GAME DEVELOPMENT 


“I've always been really interested in working in games, even 
since | was a little lad. | actually started out studying medicine 
at the University of Auckland, and found out about Media 
Design School (MDS) whilst at university, and it looked like the 
place for me as its games courses were so specialised. 

“I initially took the Diploma of Interactive Gaming, and 
| am now well into the Graduate Diploma of Game 
Development, majoring in the programming stream. The 
thing | really liked about the course was the realistic pressure 
we were under to succeed from our tutoring staff. They 
were very straightforward about what was required from 


in a simulated studio environment just wasn’t a part of 
university education. 

“The production mentality is huge in the Diploma of 
Interactive Gaming and Graduate Diploma of Game 
Development. We are constantly in production, and our 
tutors assume producer roles, encouraging innovation in 
everything we do. | have worked in a small studio on team 
projects in the past, but what's going on here feels a lot 
more cohesive — it is a great atmosphere to learn in. 

"We have a bunch of outstanding teaching staff and we 
get a lot of face-time with them, backing that up is an 


us, and they do everything they can to make you succeed. 
The big difference between a university and MDS is the 
sheer volume of programming in C++ we do here, and | 
feel so at home in this environment as programming is 
my passion — I just love sitting in front of a computer, 
tapping away. That focused, specialised emphasis on C++, 
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incredibly high calibre of visiting lectures from the industry (big 
name guys like Noah Falstein, who was down here recently). 
New Zealand games studios are very involved with the school, 
and it is very well resourced, we're the only academic institute 
in Australia and New Zealand to use GameCube and PSP 
development kits and Emergent Gambryo Middleware." 
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Get ahead 
of the game 


To iei out more, visit www.soi.city.ac.uk/edge 
n 020 7040 0248. Brune. email 
pgenqui od soi.ci' ity.ac.uk 


www.soi.city.ac.uk/edge 


Location: Central London, 10 minutes from London Bridge 
Director: William Latham 


STUDY AT QANTM. 
PART-TIME, FULL-TIME 


DIPLOMA | DEGREE* | MASTERS” 


"validated by Middlesex University 


GAME DESIGN 
+ DEVELOPMENT 


WEB DESIGN + DEVELOPMENT 


0845 O17 1015 
WWW.QANTM.COM 


FREE EVENING WORKSHOPS AT OUR 
LONDON CAMPUS 


To register for these free taster workshops visit: 
www.qantm.co.uk/workshops 


NEXT OPEN DAY: 17TH AUGUST 


PLAYING IN THE DARK ...because people refuse to see 


BY N'GAI CROAL 


he headline said it all: ‘The 10 People 

We Hope Will Shut the F*** Up at 

This Year's E3’ I didn’t have to read 
it to predict which developers' names would 
be on the list — Denis Dyack, David Jaffe, 
Peter Molyneux — and upon scanning Crispy 
Gamer's July 10 feature, those names were 
indeed present, along with Cliff Bleszinski 
and Kudo Tsunoda. 

The reason those names popped into my 
head is not because I wanted them to shut 
up. No, it was because I'd been considering 
tackling the subject of developers whose 
public statements polarise journalists and 
gamers alike for the last 18 months or so, 
but had yet to actually get around to it. And 
this was even though just the week before 
Silicon Knights president Dyack had gone 
on the 1UP Yours podcast and stirred up a 
hornets' nest with his pointed attacks on 


outlets, blogs and community sites, each one 
serving as a vehicle for more developer access 
to their intended audience, to say nothing of 
comments sections and message boards where 
any quote, statement or post can be dissected 
ad nauseum. So what might have been a 
comment to one or two outlets in the past 
can now be delivered to several in a series of 
interviews; rehashed in turn by several more; 
and chewed over for days in the forums where 
the uninhibited discussion that pseudonymity 
enables all too often degenerates into insult and 
ridicule. And, unfortunately, the echo chamber 
that results makes maintaining a sense of 
proportion about a provocative remark difficult, 
to say the least. 

Crispy Gamer's list was undoubtedly 
meant to be taken in good, snarky fun. But 
the STFU headline perfectly encapsulates 
what's wrong with this attitude, however 


How many times have we wished that developers would give us 
less of the company line and more honest exploration of subjects? 


message boards like Gaming-Age Forums. So 

when a link to the Crispy Gamer piece turned 
up in my inbox, it seemed like the right time 

to do exactly that. 

These developers and others aren't the 
first to rub journalists and gamers the wrong 
way. Still, in the old days when magazines like 
this one were virtually the sole source of 
information about this medium, the amount 
of exposure that readers had to any one 
developer was relatively limited. Some, like id 
Software's John Carmack, would speak directly 
to interested readers through their .plan files, 
but magazines ruled the roost with editors 
serving as gatekeepers. The rise of the internet, 
however, brought with it a plethora of news 


unintentional. How many times have I or 
another journalist wished that developers 
would be less buttoned-down and more 
open; give us less parroting of the company 
line and more honest exploration of even 
difficult or controversial subjects? The same 
can be said of certain readers, who want less 
spoon-feeding and more truth-telling. But 
the STFU mentality isn't designed to foster 
debate, rather to shut it down. Rather than 
engage the message, some would rather tear 
apart the messenger. 

It's one thing to see that attitude coming 
from those who frequent forums under a 
pseudonym. It's another thing entirely to see 
this view being espoused by journalists — the 


list is credited to ‘Crispy Gamer Staff' — who 
I'd think would understand that we all benefit 
whenever a developer freely and frankly airs 
his or her thoughts. Let's be clear: I'm not 
saying that developers are immune from 
criticism or that they shouldn't be subject 

to scrutiny. But STFU isn't criticism, it's 
attempted intimidation. Why attempt to silence 
any developer when their words provide an 
opening for the kind of further inquiry and 
pointed questions that will generate more 
fruitful discussions? 

At the same time, there seems to be a 
misunderstanding among certain developers 
like Jaffe and Dyack who have waded into 
message boards only to find, at times, a less- 
than-welcoming reception. They think that 
because they share a lot of the same interests 
and passions as the posters that they can be 
‘just one of the guys’ But, as Jaffe says his 
own wife astutely pointed out to him — after 
an outpouring of criticism that followed some 
remarks he made about why he felt PlayStation 
Network games were superior to those on Xbox 
Live Arcade — he can't just be one of the guys. 
His words will always carry more weight and 
engender a stronger response than those of the 
hoi polloi. (It's a lesson that served me well 
given the reaction to my comments to MTV 
News about the racially charged imagery in the 
second Resident Evil 5 trailer.) 

So to developers I say speak your mind, 
hope for the best, expect the worst, and 
understand that more speech doesn't always 
equal more understanding. In other words, 
it's generally best to say your piece as clearly 
as possible, then move on. As for journalists 
and message posters, well, we would all benefit 
from a bit more RTFA and less STFU, don't 
you think? 


N'Gai Croal writes about technology for Newsweek. His 
blog can be found at blog.newsweek.com/blogs/levelup/ 


There are some roles in gaming most people never even hear about. That's because we have exclusivity 

deals with several of the UK's best known developers and publishers. What this means is employers you'd 

die to work with trust us (and us only) to find the right people. And in this way, they don't have to speak to 

lots of suppliers; they can simply choose from a quality list of candidates who've joined our talent network. © 
US 
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Quickly. Easily. Be considered for these irresistible opportunities. amiq 


Get your name on that list. Register now at www.amiqusgamestalentnetwork.com 
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TRIGGER HAPPY i first, ix questions later 


BY STEVEN POOLE 


ust when I thought I was out, they Pooled 
me back in. Videogames, I mean. In 2005, 
while I was writing my book Unspeak, I 
ave them up completely. I couldn't afford the 
hours; I couldn't afford the highly specialised 
and ultimately useless cognitive investment. 
But then, after nearly a year, when it came time 
to deliver the final manuscript and buy myself a 
little completion present, it was Sony's little 
slab of black magic that whispered to me. 
Maybe, the PSP murmured, some ultimately 
useless cognitive investment is just what the 
doctor ordered when your brain is still spinning 
from having finished a book. You can't just turn 
your brain off. It has to wind down at its own 
speed. Why not distract it in the meantime with 
some supernaturally sharp antigravity racing 
that fits in the palm of your hand? 
Well, I was like a former junkie who thinks 
he can still shoot up once in a while. The odd 


'ideogames; | only like some 


it should be. Do you know a 


half hour of comedown Wipeout Pure or Ridge 
Racer while sprawled on the sofa turned into 
rapturous megasessions of Metal Gear Acid and 
Exit, and then, with a DS Lite, Animal Crossing 
and Phoenix Wright, which my girlfriend could 
play in French at the same time. 

But I resisted buying a new box to put under 
my TV. Partly this was because for a long time 
there was nothing on the 360 or PS3 that struck 
me as new. (I loved playing Wii Tennis at a 
friend's house, but it was impossible to install 
in my compact and bijou Paris apartment if I 
wasn't ready to smash everything in it to bits.) 
And anyway, handheld gaming just seemed to fit 
into my life better. To get me to spend tens of 
hours in front of the TV, a videogame is going to 


c 
anyone who likes all kinds of books? 


have to be as compelling as The Wire or Six 
Feet Under. 

Most refreshingly, since I no longer wrote 
about videogames for money, I didn't have to 
cultivate a professional interest in every type of 
game. This is an occupational hazard — or, as 
the French put it more bluntly, a ‘deformation 
professionelle' — for games writers. Since our 
medium has been attacked and rubbished from 
its inception, dismissed as childish, mindless or 
morally harmful, it is sometimes tempting to 
overdefend it as a whole, to claim that all games 
are fascinating and artistic, etc. As an ordinary 
games consumer, I happily relaxed into a new 
attitude. There are loads of terrible games. 
There are also loads of games that, though they 
might be excellent examples of their genre, I am 
never going to touch, because I find the genre 
inherently tedious. 

I'm faintly intrigued by how World Of 


of them. And this is how 


WarCraft has become so huge, for example, 

and turned so many people who don't ordinarily 
play videogames into glassy-eyed obsessives, 
but I’m not going to waste hours of my own life 
elfing around inside it in order to understand it 
better. The wonderful recent Onion story on 
World Of World Of WarCraft, a new game in 
which you roleplay the character of a guy who 
lives in a basement and plays WOW, about 
sums it up for me. 

Earlier this year, The Guardian 
commissioned me to write a brief explainer on 
videogame violence in the wake of the Byron 
report. I felt no inclination to insist ‘Wahey! 
Videogames are all brilliant!; I merely pointed 
out that the question of whether GTAIV is really 


more ‘violent’ than, say, No Country for Old 
Men has no obvious answer, and is anyway not 
really the most interesting point of comparison 
between them. Questions about what 
videogames are like as a whole are, arguably, 
increasingly in peril of being meaningless. 

You can also forget about trying to interest 
me in anything with a cod-medieval setting, 
or that involves casting complicated spells, 
or requires me to adopt a fetish for the shiny 
arse-ends of licensed automobiles. I don't 
like all videogames; I only like some of them. 
And this, after all, is how it should be. Do you 
know anyone who likes books and likes all 
kinds of books, from popular exegeses of 
quantum mechanics to Mills & Boon romances? 
Do many people like all genres of film, or all 
genres of music? It's very rare. We ought to 
consider it a tribute to the increasing breadth 
and maturity of the videogame medium that 
there are people who only play hyper-realistic 
FPSes, or games featuring talking fluffy animals. 
That is a natural segmentation as any medium 
progresses, from the initial fascination about 
all of it, just because this new thing is possible, 
to a stage where we take for granted that it is 
possible and develop certain preferences in 
style and content. 

I once wrote in another context: “You say 
you love music? Well then, tell me which 
composers you hate’ I hereby confess: I hate a 
lot of videogames: they can be soul-destroying, 
artistically null, atrociously written exercises in 
mechanised futility. Some games — far fewer — 
can still renew my faith and wonder in the 
form's potential. Even then, there are things I 
hate about the games I love, and that's part of 
what I intend to spend future columns 
exploring. It's one definition, at least, of 
what trigger-happy criticism ought to do. 


Steven Poole is the author of Trigger Happy: The Inner 
Life Of Videogames. Visit him online at stevenpoole.net 
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Out of context 


ou are by a babbling brook which flows 
east to west. A vial of murky fluid rests in 
the grass. A majestic oak tree is here. 
There are mountains to the North. 
» Get vial 
You put the vial of murky fluid in your pack. 
» Look tree 
The majestic oak tree appears to be hollow. 
There is an opening at shoulder height. 
» Enter opening 
Why would you want to do that!? 
» Go opening 
You're too big. A bird is here. 
» Catch bird 
I don't understand! The bird flies away. 
» Put hand in opening 
You reach into the opening. Your hand falls 
onto something heavy and cool... it appears to bea 
huge glass eye. You put it in your pack. 
» Walk to mountains 


With what? The troll swipes at you. You dodge. 

» Bribe troll with vial 

The troll does not appear to want ‘vial? The 
troll swipes at you. You dodge. 

» This is what I hate about text adventures 

I don't understand! 

» Why can't I do things my own way? 

The troll swipes at you. You are medium 
injured. 

» WTF, dude? 

Do you think modern, hi-fi games are any 
different? Could you bribe or negotiate with the 
troll? What button would that be — right bumper? 

» That's exactly my frustration. Modern 
games wouldn't suggest half of this possibility. 
Well, maybe the mountains in the distance, but 
you're just supposed to learn the language of 
our medium. The majority of it, like the potion... 

Oh, that's actually poison. You can put it in the 
witch's wine. 


| have this mornent of allowing myself to believe the fantasy is true, 
that l'm going to be able to try cool stuff I've never done before 


I don’t understand ‘mountains’! 

> East 

You are next to a bend in the brook. A cobbled 
bridge crosses to the north bank. You hear raspy 
breathing and smell turnip farts. 

> Cross bridge 

You take a tentative step onto the bridge, alert 
for danger. Suddenly a warty troll wearing an eye 
patch appears and leaps for your throat, snarling! 
Tension ignites the air as you face off. 

> Initiate negotiations with troll 

I don’t understand ‘initiate’! 

> Talk troll 

“Bragh!” says the troll. The troll swipes at 
you. You are slightly injured. 

> Bribe troll 


zn D A 
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> Fine, the poison would be presented in a 
way that doesn’t imply all these affordances. 

I don’t understand ‘affordance’! 

> That’s a design term attributed to Donald 
Norman, who is an HCI/usability guy. It refers 
to the action possibilities of an object. The most 
obvious affordance of a potion is drinking, but 
it seems reasonable to bribe a troll with a 
potion, so ‘bribe’ is also a plausible affordance. 

So, as another example, distant mountains 
‘afford’ walking to. 

> Right. Most modern games have feedback 
to communicate the affordances. Like when the 
HUD says ‘B to pull lever’ Or the fact that all 
healing potions go in one pile on your inventory 
screen. The limitations are clear. 


Is that clear? Why would anyone new to 
videogames deduce that since potions go to one 
place their sole affordance is healing? 

» Also, text input makes it worse. The cursor 
is blinking, ripe with promise, waiting for 
anything you can type. Any structure that could 
channel or bind your imagination has been torn 
away — no menu, no HUD, no controller. The 
purity is kind of breathtaking, like you and 
the game are writing a story together. I think 
maybe it’s the idealised version of the unique 
contribution videogames can promise the world. 
Except it doesn’t work yet. Really you’re just 
comparing my input to text the designer already 
thought of and whining about anything else. 

But look at the back of the box of a modern 
game. ‘Unprecedented interactivity! Invent new 
ways to use any object you find!’ — when really they 
just mean that portions of the environment are 
destructible. They depict a city teeming with 
realistic life when all you’re actually going to be 
able to do is kill and buy. 

> Yeah, it’s the same letdown. Either way, I 
have this moment of allowing myself to believe 
the fantasy is true, that I’m going to be able to 
try a bunch of cool stuff I’ve never done before. 
As a designer, I strive to bring to players the 
allure that the text prompt embodies: ‘Here’s 
a cool world, check it out, try stuff!’ Of course, 
it’s tricky to support once you’ve done that. 

Great. So what do you want to do? 

> Show eye to troll 

The troll growls “Give me that and I'll let 
you pass!" The troll swipes at you. You are 
gravely injured. 

» Put eye in poison 

Why would you want to do that!? The troll 
swipes at you. You are dead. The end. 

Play again? 

> 


Randy Smith is alead game designer at EA’s LA studio. - 
His current project is a collaboration with Steven Spielberg 
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Choice cuts from 
Edge Online’s 


discussion forum 


Topic: bad interfaces 

Can anyone suggest some? I’m 
thinking stuff like Odama, 
where the technology wasn’t at 
the same level as the idea. 
mechanix81 


Before anyone says Metal 
Gear Solid, I'd just like to 
say that they're wrong. The 
awkwardness of the heal 

|; menus in Snake Eater is one of 
gaming's finest achievements. 
All other difficulties with 
MGS controls should be 
viewed with this in mind. 
The extra consideration given 
to taking a shot when it 
happens on the release of a 
button. It's genius. 
freethinker 


The old Resident Evil games 
were a total pain in the arse. 
You had to go into menus for 

| everything, even reloading, 
where you had to find the 
combine option and combine a 
weapon and ammo. Should you 
ever be attacked by zombies in 
real life, just use your menu 
system, it's safer. 
Kow 
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It's been a fascinating watch, the 
past ten years. The mid-life crisis 
of E122 dissipated (for this gamer at 
least) with a regeneration of the 
industry thanks not to reinvention but 
to revision. Suda 51, Tomonobu Itagaki 
and Hideo Kojima have all contributed 
to the refinement of genre through 
subtle change and strong artistic 
instinct. It's interesting to find the new 
crisis one of distribution. Initially a 
quandary for the online-heavy genres 
such as the FPS, the pending Ninja 
Gaiden 2 DLC will surely spark a 


debate. With an entirely new mode 
being added to the full-price title via 
Xbox Live, one has to wonder how far 
this will go. N'gai Croal's discussion of 
the Madden franchise [E191] has 
brought the issue of distribution to the 
fore, but the prospect of the single- 
player sector being invaded by online 
distribution is a frightening one. The 
patching of PC titles has forever 
sparked debate about the leeway it gives 
developers in making release dates with 
unfinished titles and surely this is a 
monster lurking in the shadows of 
many overworked dev teams. To parallel 
with the film industry; it's one thing to 
add deleted scenes in the secondary 
release but another to omit crucial 
scenes in the theatrical release. Where 
do we draw the line? Does this mean 
Alex St John [E191] was right? Are we 
console gamers really on our inevitable 
path to the belly of the (desktop) beast? 
David Valjalo i 


DLC’s still being worked out by 
consumers, developers and publishers. 


You're right that there is exploitation, 
and perhaps there always will be, but 
we'll increasingly see better postitive 
effects, such as substantial new 
additions and long-term support. 
There are very few games on your new 
DS Lite that support it, though. 


As an avid MMO player I was 

understandably excited by the 
release of Age Of Conan. Here was a 
whole new digital world for me to 
explore. From lush jungles to snowy 
peaks, gloomy caves to searing deserts, 


If | have a grey area on my map I have to uncover 
it If I see a ruin on a hill, | want to go there, | 
want to know where every path and trail leads to 


it sounded fantastic. I guess you would 
say that I am an explorative type of 
gamer, if I have a grey area on my map I 
have to uncover it. If I see a ruin ona 
hill, I want to go there, I want to know 
where every path and trail leads to. 

My previous MMO experience has 
been with World Of WarCraft and 
Lord Of The Rings Online. In both of 
these games you can travel for many 
kilometres without your immersion 
being broken by a loading screen, 
boundaries between zones are defined 
by a change of scenery and music. In 
fact in LOTRO you can travel all the 
way from the Shire to the Misty 
Mountains in one go, an in-game 
distance of over 20km. Though this 
distance has been scaled down 
dramatically from the books, it still 
feels massive because every place has 
its own relative position in the world 
and it takes time to travel between 
them. You can choose to travel instantly 
should you wish, but you still know the 
distances are there. 

The world of Age Of Conan has 


Write to us and 
win a DS Lite 


been designed very differently, each 
area is a separate zone that has to be 
loaded either by clicking on a door or 
an NPC, you can probably never travel 
for more than a few minutes in a 
straight line without reaching the edge 
of a zone. For me this completely 
shatters my immersion and destroys 
the notion of the game taking place in a 
believable, persistent world. I don't 
know if the game world is actually 
smaller than other MMOs, but it 
definitely feels like it. 

This method of design has negated 
the need for all the little out of the 
way nooks and crannies to join zones 
together that you get in both WOW 
and LOTRO, the type of places I have 
spent many happy hours exploring. It 
has also made having invisible walls 
and impenetrable mountains to define 
zone boundaries a necessity. This all 
adds up to make the gameworld seem 
very small, rather than feeling like I am 
exploring an open world, I feel like I am 
inside a series of boxes connected with 
a spider diagram. 

I am so disappointed with this from 
a game touting itself as the ‘next-gen’ 
of MMOs, particularly as so many other 
areas of the game show real potential. 
The design and implementation of the 
game world actually feels like a step 
back from the other games I have 


mentioned. I was hoping that this 
would become my next big game, but I 
don’t want to play in a world that feels 
claustrophobic and unbelievable to me. 

Back to being a hobbit, I guess. 
Joeardy 


But don’t forget, one does not 
simply walk into Hyboria. 


DC Universe Online!! Wow! All 

the DC characters! All the 
environments! Wow! You can’t control 
any of the main characters! ... er, what? 

I’ve never written in to anyone 

about anything before (because I got a 
life) but this just rubbed my rhubarb 
the wrong way. Are they friggin’ kidding 
me? As soon as I read that you cannot 
control Batman or Superman, the entire 
idea was dead. The article itself points 
out that people have for eons debated 
whether Batman could beat Superman 
(he couldn’t) in a fight, and then a few 
paragraphs later explains that: “In short, 


simple thing: You need to be able to 
control Batman and Superman and 
everyone else, or it’s a waste of time. 
Now, don’t get me wrong, I suspect 
the reasons that you cannot control 
these main characters in this game are 
the same reasons you couldn’t overturn 
the cars in versions of Gran Turismo, 
the licence doesn’t allow for that. 
Which is all well and good, and I 
understand the difficulty of having a 
game universe where everyone would 
choose to be Batman, I get that, I do. 
But to dangle these iconic characters in 
front of people’s noises in such a rich 
environment and not let them control 
them is just cruel. 
Phil Maxey 


Oh well. What you will have is to build 
your own legends, though, and there 
are plenty of (admittedly awful) games 
where you can play as Batman to your 
heart’s content. Besides, he’s already 
beaten Superman in a fight. 


To dangle these iconic characters in front of 
people’s noises in such a rich environment 
and not let them control them is just cruel 


you won’t be able to play as Batman, 
but you will get to meet him.” Well 
that’s nice. Maybe we can sit down with 
him and have a cup of tea and some 
custard creams? 

Someone really needs to sit down 
with these developers and say this very 


While we’re on the subject of 

primacy among casual games 
(E191’s reviews of Buzz! Quiz TV and 
TV Show King), spare a thought for the 
game that created (minus the Balance 
Board) the modern exergaming genre: 
Respondesign’s Yourself!Fitness. 


Travel in the Hyborian Age, as Joeardy notes, involves negotiating a series of zones rather than 
climbing aboard a handy grifffon or silt-strider. But does this make the gameworld appear small? 


Topic: BBFC vs self regulation 


I can remember whether it was 
the PEGI system or not but I 
recall one ratings system which 
had a picture of a big spider on 
it that stood for ‘Mild Peril’. 
Whoever did that should win. 


Dogfingers 


The BBFC system as used on 
movies is perfectly adequate — 
not to mention the fact that 
it’s a system that everyone, 
even dimwit parents, is already 
familiar with. 

darthjim 


I think the problem is more 
who and how the games are 
rated, rather than the numbers 
they put on the classifications. 
The British Board of Film 
classification was never set up 
to rate videogames. It’s been 
given the job by default. The 
best solution is probably a 
specialist body (with the bill 
being footed by the industry 
to save tax expenditure) which 
uses the same numbers as 

the BBFC. 

bombfrog 


Change the rating system 
however you want, unless 
some over the top fixed 
penalty is introduced and 
enforced regarding rated 
material getting into the hands 
of underage gamers, what’s 
really going to change? I can’t 
see parents caring more about 
what they buy or don’t buy 
their kids (except for maybe 
Anne Diamond). 

StarryVeck 


The BBFC system is far too 
blunt a tool to make informed 
assessments of a game’s 
content compared the PEGI 
system, which indicates the 
presence or otherwise of 
Violence, Swearing, Sex, Drugs 
etc. I might judge it OK for a 
child to play a game with 
violence, as long as there was 
no swearing or discrimination, 
as a very simple example. PEGI 
also has much finer (and 
useful) granularity in the 
overall age rating compared to 
the BBFC. 


ubermod 


As long as games magazines 
aimed at kids or young teens 
continue to preview, review, 
advertise and hype 18 rated 
games it really doesn’t matter 
what cert you put on a box, 
Red Dave 
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Yourself!Fitness was a bit of a low-key release 
for the Xbox, and not one you'd think would 
appeal to the Halo lovers despite the presence 
of Maya, its lissome digital aerobics instructor 


Released for Xbox in 2004, it's perhaps 
most famous for the plagiarism case 
brought against Microsoft by Pulp 
Fiction writer Roger Avary, who wanted 
$30million in damages after pitching “a 
detailed concept” of the game the 
previous year. 

It’s also very good — much better, 
if you ask me, than Nintendo’s game. 
‘All pain, no gain’ is how I'd describe 
two weeks spent on the board with 
Wii Fit, compared to two years (and 
counting) of Yourself!Fitness. 

The problem is that the game seems 
more about Wii than it is about Fit. 
Don’t get me wrong, the Balance Board 
is a great piece of tech; it’s just that the 
game it was apparently built for is fluff. 
What few muscles it’s toned — muscles 
I didn’t know existed before I started 
playing — have no apparent use beyond 
playing further games of Wii Fit. 
Yourself!Fitness, meanwhile, offers a 
vastly superior workout through no 
greater interface than four directions 
and a button. It begs the question: what 
is the Balance Board for? I’ve never 
subscribed to the opinion that 
Nintendo’s selling novelty to gamers 
who know no better, but you have to 
wonder... 

James Duncan 


First they questioned Nintendo’s brain 
training claims, and now it’s Wii Fit. 
Could this be heresy? You have to admit 
that popularised the genre in a way 
Yourself!Fitness never did, though. 


I was in a Game store the other 

day, and just want to give a 
warning to your other readers about a 
(presumably unofficial) policy of theirs. 
I had just bought an Xbox 360 from 
them. After I’d got it home, set it up 
and prepared myself for an evening of 
joy it immediately red-ringed. Next 
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morning I took it back, and was pretty 
much thrown out of the store by an 
aggressive assemblage of three staff 
who insisted the problem was 
Microsoft’s and that they wouldn’t 
replace the defective product they’d 
just sold me. 

Of course, don’t let this overshadow 
the other benefits of shopping at our 
premiere videogame retailer: they’ve 
still got the rude and uninformed staff; 
still sell second hand stock for almost 
as much as new; and still provide the 
kind of environment that an adult’s 
embarrassed to be seen in. 

Still: digital distribution’s just 
around the corner, and they won’t have 
a leg to stand on. You’ve got to laugh. 
Craig Birtles 


E Maybe Fallout 3 is going to be a 


great game. Maybe it'll disappoint. 


Either way, the decision over what has 
been shown off so far is a little peculiar, 
because it's all been very weighted 
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Topic: OMGWTF moments 


That bit near the end of MGS2 
when you die, but carry on 
playing the game in the tiny 
*you're dead" window. I also 
seem to remember the level 
was called Metal Gear Anus, or 
similar, which is a WTF 
moment in its own right. 
ubermod 


In Deus Ex, after turning on 
your employers and defecting 
to the terrorists, you get 
transported to a mysterious 
M]12 facility (the ultimate big 
bad in the game). You get 
broken out by Daedalus (who 
you later find out is an AI) and 
when you finally escape your 
prison... the door leads back to 
your old offices! 

mistercrayon 


Double Dragon. Being ordered 
by your girlfriend to kick your 
brother's teeth in. 

shindig 


towards the game's action elements. 
The new VATS system looks cool 
enough, don't get me wrong, and I am 
by no means a rabid Black Isle Studios 
fanboy who thinks the new game 
should be identical to the old. But the 
fact remains that the thing that will sell 
the game to me, the thing that is 
quintessentially Fallout, is the way 
conversations will branch and have 
repercussions way down the line; the 
way I will feel my choices affect the 
world. Fallout, for me, is about the 
significance of the freedom I am given, 
not the various ways you can 
dismember mutants. 

Fallout 3 may do all this stuff, and 
do it very well indeed, but it's not 
been especially emphasised in the 
released videos. I realise that this may 
be for good economic reasons: shooters 
are pretty saleable right now, and these 
lengthy talky elements are a tricky 
sell under the time restrictions of a 
video clip. Nonetheless, Bethesda's 


approach reminds me of a little of those 
examples from Hollywood, in which 
film trailers are carefully cut to lure 
audiences in with the promise of cheap 
thrills only for them to discover that 
the final feature is something else 
entirely. Of course, maybe it'll be that 
Fallout 3's customers will come for the 
guns and stay for the deep moral 
quandaries. Or maybe the shops will 
quickly fill with returned copies — 
either way, would it really hurt to put 
fans' minds to rest? 

Glen Gilmartin 


We wondered about this: Peter Hines 
says it's such a personal aspect of 

Fallout 3 it makes no sense to include 
it in general previews — but it's there. 


Send us email (edgeGfuturenet.co.uk), 
but be sure to use 'Inbox' as the subject 
line. Or send a letter to this address: 
Inbox, Edge, Future Publishing, nbox 
30 Monmouth Street, b 
Bath BA1 2BW 
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